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2 Definitions RI³5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPHV´ 
José P. Zagal; Sebastian Deterding 
 
)RUVRPHGHILQLQJ³game´ is a hopeless task (Parlett 1999). For others, the very idea that one could capture 
the meaning of a word in a list of defining features is flawed, because language and meaning-making do not 
work that way (Wittgenstein 1963). Still, we use the word ³JDPH´HYHU\GD\ and, generally, understand each 
other when we do so. Among game scholars and professionals, we debate ³JDPH´definitions with fervor and 
sophistication. And yet, while we usually agree with some on some aspects, we never seem to agree with 
everyone on all. At most, we agree on what we disagree about ± that is, what disagreements we consider 
important for understanding and defining ³games´ (Stenros 2014). 
What is true IRU³JDPHV´ holds doubly for ³role-playing games´. In fact, role-playing games (RPGs) are 
maybe the most contentious game phenomenon: the exception, the outlier, the not-quite-a-game game. In their 
foundational game studies text Rules of Play, Salen and Zimmerman (2004, 80) acknowledge that their 
definition of a game (³DV\VWHPLQZKLFKSOD\Hrs engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results 
LQDTXDQWLILDEOHRXWFRPH´) considers RPGs a borderline case. While RPGs are widely recognized for their 
influence on many other games (e.g. Tychsen 2006), they are apparently not game enough because they lack a 
quantifiable outcome (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 81). Jesper Juul, author of another influential game 
definition, likewise considers tabletop RPGs a borderline case: they are ³QRWQRUPDOJDPHVEHFDXVHZLWKD
KXPDQJDPHPDVWHUWKHLUUXOHVDUHQRWIL[HGEH\RQGGLVFXVVLRQ´ (Juul 2003).  
To make matters worse, ³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´refers to a plurality of forms across media ± there are tabletop 
RPGs, computer RPGs, (massively) multiplayer online RPGs, live-action RPGs, and more. Do these different 
forms have µenough¶ in common to all be called ³role-playing games´? Furthermore, there are many different 
FRPPXQLWLHVGLVFXVVLQJWKHGHILQLWLRQRI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´HDFKZLWKGLIIHUHQWSUDFWLFDOHQGVJDPH
designers and publishers use the word in game manuals, sales venues, trade publications and conference talks 
to set consumer expectations and discuss design issues; fans discuss RPGs in fan media; scholars discuss 
RPGs in the contexts of research and teaching. RPG fans and designers have long observed the existence of 
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quite different styles and ends of playing RPGs ± focusing e.g. on storytelling, playing a role, simulating a 
world, or achieving goals and progress according to rules (see chapter 10). This openness to divergent 
preferences and enactments seems characteristic for RPGs. For instance, different cultural regions have 
GHYHORSHGGLVWLQFWIODYRUVOLNH³1RUGLFODUS´(Stenros and Montola 2010). Existing forms are constantly 
remade and redefined by avant-garde movements like ³LQGLH´tabletop RPGs. :KDW¶VPRUHJDPHUHVHDUFKLV
itself notoriously multidisciplinary, looking at games ± and RPGs ± through many different theoretical and 
disciplinary lenses (Deterding 2016). 
 
Box insert 2.1: Sample definitions of role-play 
³$UROH-playing situation is here defined as a situation in which an individual is explicitly asked to take a role 
not normally his own, or if his own in a setting not normal for the enactment of the UROH´0DQQ 
Role-SOD\LV³QRWDVLQJOHZHOO-defined activity but a whole species of activities grouped under a convenient 
QDPH$WRQHHQGRIWKHVSHFWUXPLVWKHLQWHQVLYHµDFWLQJRXW¶RISHUVRQDOHPRWLRQV«$WWKHRWKHU«LVWKH
situation wheUHµWDNLQJWKHSDUW¶LVFORVHUWRWKHFRQFHSWRIDGYRFDF\´YDQ0HQW]-28). 
³DPHGLDZKHUHDSHUVRQWKURXJKLPPHUVLRQLQWRDUROHDQGWKHZRUOGRIWKLVUROHLVJLYHQWKHRSSRUWXQLW\
to participate in and interact with the contents of this world.´+HQULNVHQ 
³UROHSOD\LQJLVWKHDUWRIH[SHULHQFHDQGPDNLQJDUROHSOD\LQJJDPHPHDQVFUHDWLQJH[SHULHQFHV´
(Pettersson 2006, 101) 
³5ROH-playing is an interactive process of defining and re-defining the state, properties and contents of an 
imaginary game world. 
2) The power to define the game world is allocated to participants of the game. The participants recognize the 
existence of this power hierarchy.  
3) Player-participants define the game world through personified character constructs, conforming to the 
state, properties and contents of the game world. [...] 
I also present four optional, additional rules that often complement the first three rules. [...] 
i) Typically the decisive power to define the decisions made by a free-willed character construct is given to 
the player of the character. 
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ii) The decisive defining power that is not restricted by character constructs is often given to people 
participating in referee roles. 
iii) The defining process is often governed by a quantitative game ruleset. 
iv) The information regarding the state of the game world is often disseminated hierarchically, in a fashion 
corresponding with the power structure of the game. [...] 
Additionally, these three endogenous rules [...] differentiate certain forms of role-playing from each other: 
t1) In tabletop role-playing the game world is defined predominantly in verbal communication. 
l1) In larp the game is superimposed on physical world, which is used as a foundation in defining the game 
world. 
v1) In virtual role-playing the game is superimposed on a computational virtual reality, which is used as a 
IRXQGDWLRQLQGHILQLQJWKHJDPHZRUOG´0RQWROD-24) 
³5ROH-SOD\LQJLVLPPHUVLRQWRDQRXWVLGHFRQVFLRXVQHVVµDFKDUDFWHU¶DQGLQWHUDFWLQJZLWKLWV
surrounGLQJV´3RKMROD 
³5ROH-SOD\LQJLVLPPHGLDWHGFKDUDFWHULPPHUVLRQ´3RKMROD 
³UROH-playing is defined as any act in which an imaginary reality is concurrently created, added to and 
REVHUYHG´0lNHOlHWDO 
 
Different forms, communities, design and play styles, cultures, historical moments, disciplines: all these 
contribute WRWKHGLIILFXOW\RIGHILQLQJ³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´Yet we believe that a crucial reason why people 
KDYHQ¶WEHHQDEOHWR settle on a shared definition is the ± largely unreflected ± way in which they have tried to 
do so. For as linguistics and philosophy tell us, there are many ways of defining things, some outmoded, many 
only appropriate for specific purposes, and all laden with consequential assumptions, decisions, and implicit 
values. 
To clarify the definitions RI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ZHWKHUHIRUHILUVWVXUYH\WKHGLIIHUHQWIRUPVDQG
understandings of definitions. We argue that how scholars have traditionally tried to define ³UROH-playing 
JDPHV´ ± DVDSUHVXPHGXQFKDQJLQJµHVVHQFH¶FRQVLVWLQJRIDVHWRIVKDUHGIHDWXUHV ± is at odds with what we 
know about language and meaning-making, and with the kind of phenomena ³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ refer to. 
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We present an alternative pragmatist position that allows for a plurality of definitions as explicit (disciplinary) 
perspectives and tools. We then proceed with what we identify as a useful task for disciplinary-spanning 
work: clarifying discourse by empirically describing who is using WKHZRUG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ how. We do 
so by discussing four commonly distinguished forms of RPGs: tabletop, live-action, single-player computer, 
and multiplayer online RPGs. For each, we tease out:  
x how they have been defined by scholars, designers, and fans, as these are the three main social groups 
producing and circulating definitions; 
x ZKDWHPSLULFDOSKHQRPHQDWKHVHJURXSVKDYHSRLQWHGDWZLWKWKHZRUG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ and what 
characteristics reoccur across these phenomena; 
x where these characteristics historically originated; and 
x how they evolved over time and what kind of variation we see. 
Finally, we tease out common characteristics across forms of RPGs, as well as characteristics of the discourse 
about them. We argue that joint ancestry in early tabletop RPGs can explain at least part of the shared 
characteristics of the things people call ³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´7KHGLYHUJHQFHRIPXOWLSOHIRUPVRI53*Vin 
turn stems from the affordances of their socio-material assemblages: what form of play they make easy or 
hard to accomplish. Because RPGs are social not natural entities and relatively underdetermined, they show 
such a wide and growing diversity of forms and play styles. 
 
Box insert 2.2: Sample definitions of role-playing games 
³DQ\JDPHZKLFh allows a number of players to assume the roles of imaginary characters and operate with 
VRPHGHJUHHRIIUHHGRPLQDQLPDJLQDU\HQYLURQPHQW´/RUW]DVFLWHGLQFine 1983, 6) 
³UROH-SOD\LQJKDVDORWPRUHFRPPRQZLWKQRYHOVWKDWLWGRHVZLWKJDPHV>«@$UROH-playing game is, in fact, 
DQLPSURYLVHGQRYHOLQZKLFKDOOWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVVHUYHDVDXWKRUV´(Swan 1990, 3) 
³$UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHPXVWFRQVLVWRITXDQWLILHGLQWHUDFWLYHVWRU\WHOOLQJ´FKDUDFWHUDELOLWLHVDQGDFWLRQ
UHVROXWLRQDUH³GHILQHGE\QXPEHUVRUTXDQWLWLHVPDQLSXODWHGIROORZLQJFHUWDLQUXOHV´³SOD\HUGHFLVLRQ-
PDNLQJGULYHVWKHVWRU\IRUZDUG´³ZLWKDJURXSIRUDQDXWKRUDVWRU\WKDWJURZVRUJDQLFDOO\DQGLVDFWHG
RXWLVH[SHULHQFHGE\LWVFUHDWRUV´6FKLFN-11).  
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³$llows people to become simultaneously both the artists who create a story and the audience who watches 
the story unfold. This story has the potential to become a personal myth, shaped to meet the needs of its 
FUHDWRUV´3DGRO 
³DQHSLVRGLFDQGSDUWLFipatory story-creation system that includes a set of quantified rules that assist a group 
RISOD\HUVDQGDJDPHPDVWHULQGHWHUPLQLQJKRZWKHLUILFWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUV¶VSRQWDQHRXVLQWHUDFWLRQVDUH
UHVROYHG7KHVHSHUIRUPHGLQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHSOD\HUV¶DQGWKHJDPHPDVWHU¶VFKDUDFWHUVWDNHSODFH
GXULQJLQGLYLGXDOVHVVLRQVWKDWWRJHWKHUIRUPHSLVRGHVRUDGYHQWXUHVLQWKHOLYHVRIWKHILFWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUV´
(Mackay 2001, 4±5) 
³ZKDWLVFUHDWHGLQWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQSOD\HUVRUEHWZHHQSOD\HUVDQGJDPHPDVWHUVZLWKLQD
specified diegetic framework. [...] [A] roleplaying game requires four things, a gamemaster, a player, 
LQWHUDFWLRQDQGDGLHJHWLFIUDPHZRUN´6WHQURVDQG+DNNDUDLQHQ 
³*DPH:RUOG$UROH-playing game is a game set in an imaginary world. Players are free to choose how to 
explore the game world, in terms of the path through the world they take, and may revisit areas previously 
explored. The amount of the game world potentially available for exploration is typically large. 
2. Participants: The participants in the games are divided between players, who control individual 
characters, and referees (who may be represented in software for digital examples) who control the 
remainder of the game world beyond the player characters. Players affect the evolution of the game world 
through the actions of their characters. 
3. Characters: The characters controlled by players may be defined in quantitative and/or qualitative terms 
and are defined individuals in the game world, not identified only as roles or functions. These characters can 
potentially develop, for example in terms [of] skills, abilities or personality, the form of this development is at 
least partially under player control and the game is capable of reacting to the changes. 
4. Game master: At least one, but not all, of the participants has control over the game world beyond a single 
FKDUDFWHU$WHUPFRPPRQO\XVHGIRUWKLVIXQFWLRQLV³JDPHPDVWHU´DOWKRXJKPDQ\RWKHUVH[LVW7KH
balance of power between players and game masters, and the assignment of these roles, can vary, even within 
the playing of a single game session. Part of the game master function is typically to adjudicate on the rules of 
the game, although these rules need not be quantitative in any way or rely on any form of random resolution. 
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5. Interaction: Players have a wide range of configurative options for interacting with the game world 
through their characters, usually including at least combat, dialogue and object interaction. While the range 
of options is wide, many are handled in a very abstract fashion. The mode of engagement between player and 
game can shift relatively freely between configurative and interperative. 
6. Narrative: Role-playing games portray some sequence of events within the game world, which gives the 
game a narrative element. However, given the configuratLYHQDWXUHRIWKHSOD\HUV¶LQYROYHPHQWWKHVH
HOHPHQWVFDQQRWEHWHUPHGQDUUDWLYHDFFRUGLQJWRWUDGLWLRQDOQDUUDWLYHWKHRU\´+LWFKHQVDQG'UDFKHQ
16) 
³*DPH:RUOG7KHUHLVDJDPHZRUOGZKLFKLVGHILQHGDWOHDVWSDUWLDOO\LQWKHDFWRIUROH-playing. This 
game world is at least partially separate from the players ordinary life, and exists within a magic circle of 
play. 
2. Participants: There are more than one participant, which may include computers.  
3. Shared Narrative Power: More than one player can alter the narrative, or it is not role-playing, but 
storytelling. Shared narrative power implies narrative. 
4. Interaction: There are varying modes of interaction with the game world. Conventions of play influence 
these forms of interaction, limiting the scope (What can I change in the game world?) and modes (How can I 
FKDQJHLW"RILQWHUDFWLRQ´$UMRUDQWD 
³$Q53*LVDJDPHQRWDJDPHV\VWHPor product, but a game experience that that a player plays, in which 
WKHSOD\HUSRUWUD\VDFKDUDFWHULQDVHWWLQJ(DFKSOD\HU¶VSRUWUD\DORIWKHLUFKDUDFWHUPXVWLQFOXGHWKUHH
components: immersion, experiencing the character; acting, performing in character; and gaming, obeying 
DQGPDQLSXODWLQJUXOHVDQGJRDOVLQFKDUDFWHU´6LPNLQV 
 
'HILQLQJ³GHILQLWLRQs´ 
Definitions are usually seen to state the reference and meaning of a word or concept, to specify its extension 
and intension (Baumann 2002). Extension is the set of phenomena a word refers WRHJ³JDPH´UHIHUVWRDOO
the actual games that exist. Intension is the meaning of the word stated as a set of properties all and only 
instances of that essence share ± HJZKDWLVWKH³KHDUWRIJDPHQHVV´(Juul 2003) that makes all games 
games? What list of properties allows us to tell whether something counts as a game? 
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Definitions in game studies usually align with this tradition, taking WKHIRUP³X is a Y with the properties Z1, 
=«=Q´HJ³DJDPH>;@LVDV\VWHP><@LQZKLFKSOD\HUV>=@HQJDJHLQDQDUWLILFLDOFRQIOLFW>=@
GHILQHGE\UXOHV>=@WKDWUHVXOWVLQDTXDQWLILDEOHRXWFRPH>=@´(Salen and Zimmerman 2004) This 
classical conception of definitions ± dating to Aristotle and Plato ± is sometimes called a genus-differentia 
definition, because it defines X as a specific kind of a larger category or genus (here: a system) that is distinct 
from other kinds in this category by some differentiating properties or differentia (here: players, artificial 
conflict, etc.) (Margolis and Laurence 2014; Gupta 2015). Although intuitive, there is significant evidence in 
psychology and linguistics that concepts and words do not work as the classical conception suggests 
(Baumann 2002; Margolis and Laurence 2014).  
Scholars have proposed numerous alternatives (see Margolis and Laurence 1999 for a collection). 
Wittgenstein (1963) for instance held that there is no set of necessary and sufficient properties shared by all 
and onO\WKRVHSKHQRPHQDSHRSOHFDOO³JDPHV´This was not a statement specific to games. Rather, 
Wittgenstein used games as an example for a general argument about language and meaning. Wittgenstein¶V
family resemblance model argues that each thing a word refers to shares many properties with other things 
that word refers to, but no such properties are shared by all and only those things. Given this plurality of 
theories of concepts and their meanings, each with varying support, any scholarly definition should, with 
reason, be able to state which theory it subscribes to and why. <HWPRVWFXUUHQWGHILQLWLRQVRI53*VGRQ¶W 
Which brings us to a second unspoken assumption: What kind of definition are we making? To mention 
common distinctions (Gupta 2015): There are stipulative definitions, used to introduce a new concept (e.g. 
³]ORUFKLVDXQLWRI;´RUFODULI\WKHXVHRIDQH[LVWLQJRQH, e.g. ³,here XVHµJDPH¶WRPHDQDQ\FRQIOLFW
EHWZHHQWZRRUPRUHSDUWLHV´Nominal definitions try to capture the meaning and use of a word (as done in a 
dictionary), and real definitions try to capture the properties of the phenomena the word refers to. Closely 
linked to that is the anthropological distinction between emic and etic accounts (Headland, Pike, and Harris 
1990)(PLFDFFRXQWVVWDWHWKHYLHZVFRQFHSWVXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIDJLYHQFXOWXUH³these people call these 
things RPGs´(WLFDFFRXQWVSUHVHQWYLHZVDQGFRQFHSWVRIWKHREVHUYLQJUHVHDUFKHU³they call these µRPG¶s, 
but I call them µsocially-focused SOD\H[SHULHQFHV¶´ So, when examining existing definitions, it is important 
to understand what kind of definition is being proposed and what purpose it is attempting to serve. 
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A WKLUGDVVXPSWLRQ2IZKDW³VWXII´DUHFRQFHSWVZRUGVDQGWKHWKLQJVWKH\UHIHUWRPDGH"The two most 
relevant considerations for our purposes are whether role-playing games are natural or social entities, and 
connected to that, whether they are natural kinds. Natural entities are things described by the natural sciences, 
like bees, quasars, or magnetism, and seen to exist independent of human action and meaning-making. 
Natural kinds are groupings of natural entities that reflect the structure of the natural world rather than the 
structure of human interests, actions, and understandings (Bird and Tobin 2015). In contrast, social entities 
like divorce, crime, or money are brought into existence by human action and meaning-making (e.g. Searle 
1995). For instance, chemical elements like gold and silver are natural kinds that show the same observable 
properties in every context, whereas what counts DVD³SUHFLRXVPHWDO´and what can be done with it depends 
on local social contexts of human action and meaning. 
7KLVGRHVQ¶WPHDQWKDWVRFLDOHQWLWLHVDUH³OHVVUHDO´RU³OHVVVWXUG\´WKDQQDWXUDOHQWLWLHV-XVWOLNHFKHPLVWU\
describes the chemical processes through which hydrogen and oxygen combine to produce water, the social 
sciences describe the social processes ± how people act, talk, and shape their material environment ± that 
SURGXFHWKHVWXUG\HQWLWLHVZHFDOO³JRYHUQPHQW´³PRQH\´RU³FULPH´ (Hacking 1999). Because these 
entities are made of social processes, scientific description can affect the entities described: a psychologist 
GHILQLQJDEHKDYLRUDV³PHQWDOLOOQHVV´DQGFODVVLI\LQJsomeone DV³KDYLQJ´WKDWLOOQHVVDIIHFWVKRZZH
understand and treat that person. With natural kinds, whether something belongs to that kind can be settled 
empirically. With social categories, whether something belongs to it is determined by the agreement of that 
VRFLHW\¶VDFWRUV$VRFLDOFDWHJRU\is its practical use (Bowker and Star 2000). As a result, social entities 
exhibit historical change and cultural variation: Swedes and Japanese may consider what is ³HPEDUUDVVLQJ´
different from each other as well as their ancestors from 100 years ago.  
The point is that some game definitions LPSO\WKDW³JDPHs´are a natural kind while a number of game 
scholars have recently argued that games are social (or socio-material) entities (Montola 2012; Deterding 
2014; Stenros 2015). Arguably, RPGs foreground this social constitution of games. In TRPGs and larp, it is 
readily apparent that people talk and act a given game and game world into being ± when people stop enacting 
it, the game ceases to exist. In contrast, board games continue to exist as physical objects people can point to 
DQGFDOO³JDPH´HYHQZKHQthe game is not being played. Defining games as social entities implies that they 
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are subject to historical change and cultural difference. Thus, game definitions can only tease RXW³ZKDWJDPHV
DUH´for a given social group at a given point in time. It also means that we have to specify what social entity 
WKH\DUH7KHZRUG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´OLNH³JDPHV´LVXVHGWRGHQRWHERWKobjects and activities (Hitchens 
and Drachen 2009). There has been an analogous split between definitions of role-play and definitions of role-
playing games (ibid.). 
Any definition is always an abstraction: the map, not the territory. As such, it foregrounds certain aspects as 
relevant and ignores or de-emphasizes others. What is considered as relevant is always informed by some 
human concern. As Bateman (2015) SRLQWHGRXWZLWKUHJDUGWRJDPHGHILQLWLRQV³HYHU\GHILQLWLRQPDUNVRXW
some subset of phenomena as being of specific interest to its topic and thus involves some kind of value 
MXGJPHQW´This leads to another unspoken assumption of most definitions: From what (disciplinary) 
perspective are we looking at the phenomenon in question? 
Now to some extent, academic disciplines are constituted by what they consider worthy of concern. This 
concern informs what their theories look like, how the world appears to them ± and consequently, what ends 
up being the starting term or genus of their definitions. An economist is concerned with how goods and 
services are produced, distributed, and consumed. So, when DVNHGWRGHILQH³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´she might 
state³,WLVDgood, specifically, an entertainment/hedonic/experiential good with the properties x, y, z´RU³Lt 
is an economy, specifically a virtual HFRQRP\´ (see chapter 16). To an educational researcher ± concerned 
with human learning ± role-playing games would appear (and be defined) as a specific site or form of learning 
(see chapter 15). The fact that current popular game definitions (e.g. Juul 2003; Salen and Zimmerman 2004) 
present ³JDPHV´DVV\VWHPVUHIOHFWVWKHFRQFHUQVDQGSUHFRQFHSWLRQVRItheir authors, namely design, systems 
theory, and formal literary studies. Similarly, Malaby¶VVXJJHVWLRQ (2007) that ZHXQGHUVWDQG³JDPHV´DV
processes, practice, or cultural domains reflects his anthropological concerns and preconceptions.  
We can also consider definitions without a basis in the constructs of an existing discipline. RPG definitions 
using everyday language ± in rulebooks, fan discourse, or academic texts ± typically cast RPGs as an analogy 
to or deviation from an existing cultural form: RPGs are a form of play/ fiction/ game/ storytelling/ drama/ 
simulation/ art/ literature/ etc. (see Simkins 2015 for an instructive example). This is practical as it provides an 
LPPHGLDWHULFKPHQWDOPRGHOWRZRUNIURP³,W¶VOLNH improv theater, only you sit at a table and describe what 
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\RXUFKDUDFWHUGRHV´LPPHGLDWHO\FRQMXUHVDPHQWDOLPDJHZLWKULFKLQIHUHQFHVHowever, like disciplinary 
perspectives, it necessarily reduces the complexity of the phenomenon in some way and embodies what 
Bateman (2015) FDOOHG³LPSOLFLWJDPHDHVWKHWLFV´and fan theorists ³creative DJHQGD´(Edwards 2004): RPGs 
can be realized in distinct styles or desired experiences, e.g. gamism or playing a rule-based game to win, 
dramatism or theatrically embodying and enacting a character, narrativism or telling an interesting story 
together, or simulationism or creating a realistic simulation of a world. Thus, tRGHILQH53*VDV³DQDFWRI
shared story-FUHDWLRQ´ implies a QRUPDWLYHYDOXHMXGJPHQWWKDW³JRRG´RU³UHDO´53*Vemphasize storytelling 
over e.g. gaming or dramatic role enactment. 
These implicit aesthetics may be why definitional debates quickly become contentious and are hard to resolve: 
they necessarily entail abstractive reductions and value judgments. As individuals, we have usually been 
socialized into some forms and styles of RPGs earlier and/or more thoroughly than into others, and have 
developed personal aesthetic preferences. Hence, the reference set our intuition draws upon to check whether 
DJLYHQGHILQLWLRQµPDNHVVHQVH¶RUQRWZKHWKHULWFDSWXUHVHYHU\IHDWXUHZHµIHHO¶LVLPSRUWDQWDQGZKHWher it 
includes/excludes HYHU\WKLQJZHµIHHO¶VKRXOGEHincluded/excluded, is necessarily partial and biased towards 
that personal set of experience and taste. 
We point this all out to reiterate that defining something entails decisions regarding importance (i.e. value 
judgment regarding what is worthy of attention), some (theoretical) language, and thus some reductive 
translation of the defined phenomenon. To summarize, defining something implies: 
x a semiotics ± a theory of how concepts and meaning-making work, and how they hang together with 
reality, knowledge, and words; 
x a type of definition ± a specific way of defining something;  
x an ontology ± a theory of what being is and what stuff reality is made of; 
x a perspective and language ± a focus on some phenomena as worthy of concern, and some 
(conceptual) language appropriate for articulating them. 
So, how can we construct an interdisciplinary GHILQLWLRQRI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´? One strategy is to devise a 
transdisciplinary grand unified theory that can articulate the concerns of any individual discipline (Deterding 
2016). Yet no such grand theory has been forthcoming in game research. A second strategy ± which we adopt 
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here ± is to allow a pluralist dialogue of human concerns and disciplinary perspectives. Instead of defining 
³what µUROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV¶ are´we ask³:KDWXVHIXOTXHVWLRQVcan be phrased, what helpful things are 
observable if we see role-playing games as <insert disciplinary perspective X KHUH!"´This PRYHIURP³LV´WR
³DV´ allows for multiple perspectives without forsaking rigor. It demands that every perspective explicitly 
articulate the (theoretical, semiotic, ontological) stance from where it speaks; that it argue effectively why this 
stance is productive for answering its concerns; and that it maintains rigor within its own stance. To enable 
this pluralist dialogue, the chapters in section III (Chapters 10-19), each articulate a perspective on RPGs 
from a discipline that has concerned itself with them in some way. 
Our pluralist strategy also leaves space for joint foundational work that clarifies, empirically, what we talk 
about ZKHQZHWDONDERXW³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ True to our own demands, we note that this strategy is 
epistemologically pragmatist: It views scientific disciplines, theories, concepts, and definitions as tools for 
solving human problems, and measures their validity by their practical consequences (Haack 2004). It 
acknowledges that other stances are possible and possibly useful. Ontologically, we assume that the 
SKHQRPHQDFDOOHG³role-playing games´ (like words or science) are human creations and therefore at least 
partially constituted by joint action, talk, and shaping of material artifacts: ³5ROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´LVDsocial 
not natural entity, and thus not a natural kind.1 Semiotically, we subscribe to the pragmatist notion of meaning 
as use settled by a language community within a shared life world. We also state properties frequently 
reoccurring DFURVVGHILQLWLRQVDQGSKHQRPHQDSHRSOHKDYHFDOOHG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´VLQFHDOOFXUUHQt non-
classical theories of concepts employ them in some central way. In short, our goal is to provide an empirical 
WUDQVPHGLDH[SOLFDWLRQRIKRZWKHZRUG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´KDVEHHQGHILQHGDQGZKDWSKHQRPHQDLWKDV
been used to refer to.  
 
Forms of Role-Playing Games 
:KHQVFKRODUVGHVLJQHUVDQGIDQVXVHWKHZRUGV³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´WKH\W\SLFDOO\GRQ¶WVSHDNDERXWDOO
SKHQRPHQDFDOOHG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´EXWXVXDOO\UHIHUWRone of several clusters of phenomena, which we 
here call forms (Dormans 2006; Hitchens and Drachen 2009). In this book, we focus on four prominent forms: 
tabletop, live action, (single-player) computer, and multi-player online RPGs.  
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Tabletop RPGs (TRPGs), usually played by a group sitting around a table, are arguably the common ancestor 
of all forms. Players typically each create and then control a fictional character within a shared fictional game 
world, maintaining character information (possessions, specific abilities, etc.) on a piece of paper ± commonly 
called a character sheet.2 3OD\HUFKDUDFWHUV¶DELOLWLHVDUHJHQHUDOO\TXDQWLILHGHJVWUHQJWKLVGULYLQJVNLOO
is 12). One special player, called the referee, game master, judge, dungeon master or similar, is the arbiter and 
manager of the game. The referee enforces the rules of the game, enacts the fictional world by telling the 
players what their characters perceive and what the non-player characters (NPCs) do. Players verbally 
describe what they want their characters to do, and the referee tells them the results of those actions ± 
W\SLFDOO\XVLQJDFRPELQDWLRQRILPSURYLVDWLRQDQGWKHJDPH¶VUXOHVZKHUHGLFHDUHRIWHQXVHGWRGHWHUPLQH
the outcome of certain actions.  
 
Box insert 2.3: Essential Terminology 
Campaign: In TRPGs this refers to a series of adventures with a cast of recurring characters (player and 
non-) played over multiple game sessions. Campaigns can be open-ended continuing for as long as the 
players are interested in participating. In the context of CRPGs, a campaign can refer to the entire storyline 
RIWKHJDPHHJ³FDPSDLJQPRGH´ 
Character Sheet: A piece of paper commonly used in TRPGs that serves as a written record of the status and 
state of a character in the game. This would normally include their statistics and attributes, skills, inventory 
of equipment, current state of health, name, and so on. 
DX: One X-sided die. So D8 means an 8-sided die; D6, six-sided; D20, 20-sided, etc. If preceded by a 
number, it specifies how many dice need to be rolled: 3D6 would mean roll three six-sided dice.  
Game Master (GM): In tabletop RPGs, the person who organizes and manages the game, plays the role of all 
NPCs, and is responsible for everything except the actions taken by the player characters. This includes 
describing everything the player characters experience (see, hear, etc.). Common synonyms include dungeon 
master (DM), referee, director, and storyteller. 
In-Character (IC):  Communications by a player that are understood as being said/communicated by the 
character rather than the player.  
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Non-player Character (NPC): All characters in the game world that are not directly controlled by a player. 
They may be controlled by a game master (TRPGs), an actor (larp), or by computer software (CRPGs and 
MORPGs). 
Out-of-Character (OOC): Things a player says or does that are not being said or done by their character. 
Players sometimes explicitly signal which actions or utterances are OOC although it is also common for them 
to be understood as such based on their context. 
Party: 5HIHUVWRDWHDPRUJURXSRIFKDUDFWHUVJHQHUDOO\3&VZKRFROODERUDWHRUZRUNWRJHWKHUHJ³7KH
)HOORZVKLSRIWKH5LQJ´LQ7RONLHQ¶V/RUGRIWKH5LQJV,QWKHFRQWH[WRI&53*VLWLVFRPPRQIRUDVLQJOH
player to control all of the characters in the party. In MORPGs, there are sometimes in-game benefits from 
player characters forming a party. 
Player Character (PC): A character in a game that is directly controlled by a player. This term is usually 
applied across all forms of RPGs. 
 
Box insert 2.4: Paper and Pencil Session 
Jasmine, Sam, Rosa, and Dennis have gathered around the table. They are in the middle of an ongoing 
campaign adventure where they play characters who are pre-historic humans trying to survive in a savage 
and slightly magical world.  
Jasmine: 2NOHW¶VJHWVWDUWHG/DVWZHHN\RXZHUHJHWWLQJUHDG\WRVQHDNLQWRWKHYDOOH\RIWKHEHDUV<RXKDG
decided to hide behind some bushes on a hill overlooking the valley until nightfall. 
Sam: >VSHDNLQJRXWRIFKDUDFWHU@<HDKWKDW¶VULJKW:HZHUHZRUULHGDERXWXQH[SHFWHGLQKDELWDQWV
<laughs>  Hey Dennis, do you still have the sacred animal whistle?  
Dennis: [checking his character sheet] Yeah, but I think the effect wore off. Rosa, does Tohana¶VP\VWLFDO
ability work with items or is it just for animals? 
Rosa: [looking at Dennis and speaking in character] I shall see if the mother of trees will assist us this night. 
May I have the whistle? 
Jasmine: 2N5RVDUROOIRU\RXUP\VWLFDOVLJKWDELOLW\'RQ¶WIRUJHWWKHERQXV\RXJHWIURP\RXUZLOOSRZHU
stat. 
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[Rosa picks up a pair of D10s and rolls them. She gets a 5 and a 3.] 
Rosa: >&KHFNLQJKHUFKDUDFWHUVKHHW@,JRWDQSOXV«XKPKDQJRQ2NWRWDOis 15! Does that work? 
Jasmine: Tohana cradles the whistle in her hands and whispers while bowing in the direction of a tree. 
[Addressing Rosa] The whistle trembles slightly in your hands and gets noticeably warm. 
Rosa: Here ya go Sharpspear, be careful with it. 
Dennis: [Looking at Jasmine] I blow the whistle. I also want to have a good look around. 
Jasmine: [Rolling some dice but keeping the results hidden from the players] As you blow into the whistle you 
get sensations of danger and excitement coming from some tall trees to the left of you, perfect timing as well! 
You see four large humanoid shapes moving towards you very quickly across the ridge. Ok everyone, roll for 
initiative! 
[The whole group groans except for Sam] 
Sam: 2K\HDK,¶PUHDG\IRUWKLV 
[Everyone picks up a D12 and rolls it in front of them] 
Dennis: 12! 
Sam: ,RQO\JRWD« 
Rosa: Do I need to add my reflexes modifier or not? I always forget. 
Jasmine: Yup, reflex modifiers get added. 
Rosa: Ok, I got an 8 then. 
Jasmine: As you turn to face yRXUDWWDFNHUV\RXQRWLFHWKH\DUHKXQWHUVIURPWKH5RFNVOLGHWULEH7KH\¶YH
probably been stalking you for a while. Three charge forward while the fourth hangs back. Dennis, you go 
ILUVW« 
Dennis: ,¶PJRLQJWRDWWDFNWKHRQHWKDW¶VFORVHVWWRPHZLWKP\VSHDUDQG,¶OOXVHP\VHFRQGDFWLRQWR
increase my dodge ability. [rolls a pair of D10s] Double 1s? Are you kidding me? 
Jasmine: As you lunge with your spear your foot slips on a loose rock. Your lunge goes wide and you also let 
JRRIWKHVSHDU<RX¶YHORVW\RXUZHDSRQEXWIRUWXQDWHO\\RXGLGQ¶WIDOOWRWKHJURXQG 
Jasmine: 2NQRZRQHRIWKHPDWWDFNV>VHFUHWO\UROOVDSDLURI'V@6DPZKDW¶V\RXUGHIHQVHVFRUH" 
Sam: 12 
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Jasmine: 2N\RXJHWSXPPHOHGZLWKDURFNIRU«>UROOVD'@SRLQWVRIGDPDJH 
[Sam makes a note of this on his character sheet] 
Jasmine: 5RVD\RX¶UHQH[W:KDWDUH\RXJRLQJWRGR«" 
 
From this, perhaps the easiest way to describe live-action role-playing (larp) is to imagine a TRPG where 
SOD\HUVHPERG\DQGDFWRXWWKHLUFKDUDFWHU¶VDFWLRQVUDWKHUWKDQYHUEDOO\GHVFULELQJWKHP$VLQ753*VQRW
all participants are players; some might be referees while others may play the parts of NPCs ± ³VXSSRUWLQJ
UROHV´ZKRUeceive instructions and information from the referees to guide the flow of events. Rules are still 
used to govern the success of in-game actions, though they are often simpler and more embodied than those of 
TRPGs. For example, they might use versions of rock-paper-scissors or rules-of-WKXPEOLNH³\RXUFKDUDFWHU
FDQGRZKDW\RXFDQGR´WRGHFLGHWKHRXWFRPHRIXQFHUWDLQDFWLRQV 
Computer role-playing games (CRPGs) can be described as tabletop RPGs that are played alone on a 
computer: one player controls all player characters and the computer enacts the referee, displaying the game 
world through monitor and speakers. Their rules are often similar to those in tabletop games, though many 
CRPGs involve real-time play testing the player¶V reflexes. CRPGs are arguably distinguishable from tabletop 
games in that they enable easy single-player play, emphasize storylines and rules which can become much 
more complex and involved as they are maintained by the computer, DQGXVXDOO\GRQ¶WDIIRUGUROH-playing in 
the sense of dramatically empathizing, embodying, and acting out a character (Hitchens and Drachen 2009). 
Multiplayer online role-playing games (MORPGs) can be thought of as tabletop games where players log in 
to a computer who handles all of the usual referee responsibilities. Conversely, they could be considered 
multiplayer CRPGs where players play together in a shared world online, each controlling only one character. 
In MORPGs the fictional game world is persistent: it continues to exist and change even when (individual) 
players are not logged in. They also often allow for the co-existence of a massive numbers of players, in 
which case they are usually called massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs). As with 
CRPGs, there is usually an emphasis on rules and systems, often borrowed from TRPGs, rather than on the 
role-playing. 
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$JDLQZLWK³IRUPV´ZHGRQ¶WPHDQQDWXUDONLQGVWKH\DUHGLVWLQFWions people make in and through talk, 
action, and shaping of material artifacts. Consequently, different people distinguish and list different forms. 
Hitchens and Drachen (2009) for instance list freeform, systemless, and pervasive as additional forms. In the 
present book, Chapter 8 describes online freeform as another emerging RPG form. We highlight these four 
because their distinct reality is widely acknowledged by scholars, designers, and fans; they have had 
significant cultural impact through their historical role and size of player audience; each has sparked its own 
definitional debates; and formal etic analyses suggest that the phenomena subsumed under each of these labels 
indeed share characteristics that differ from those bunched under the other labels (e.g. Dormans 2006; 
Hitchens and Drachen 2009). Obviously, there are variations, exceptions, and debates within each form: Is a 
tabletop RPG with QRUXOHV³VWLOODWDEOHWRS53*´" If a computer role-playing game has a human referee, is it 
³QRWDFWXDOO\DWDEOHWRS53*´" And so on. 
We will now (1) briefly sketch the historical provenance of each form, (2) provide influential definitional 
attempts, (3) list characteristic features of that form and (4) highlight common deviations and innovations 
from that list. Our historical sketch is consciously reductive and partial: we have chosen TRPGs as the 
ancestor and will trace the other forms through the lens of how they evolved and differentiated themselves 
from TRPGs. There are other lenses we could have considered (e.g. as acts of collective pretend play, theater, 
simulation, gaming, storytelling). We focus on the shared lineage from tabletop RPGs because it helps socio-
culturally understand how and why the differenWIRUPVGLIIHUDQGGRQ¶W. 
  
Tabletop Role-Playing Games 
In 1974, a small company called Tactical Studies Rules, later known as TSR, published Dungeons & Dragons 
(D&D, Gygax and Arneson 1974a). It was an unassuming box containing three slim booklets whose cover 
GHVFULEHGLWVFRQWHQWVDV³5XOHVIRU)DQWDVWLFDO0HGLHYDO:DUJDPHV&DPSDLJQVPlayable with Paper and 
3HQFLODQG0LQLDWXUH)LJXUHV´(Gygax and Arneson 1974b). The game was not only closely modeled on its 
ancestor ± miniature wargaming (Peterson 2012) ± but also labeled itself as such.  
$QG\HW*\JD[DQG$UQHVRQ¶VLQWURGXFWLRQWRD&D already highlighted characteristics that, while not 
individually innovative, when taken together, led to it being considered as a new type of game (Peterson 
  
17 
2012). It was an open-HQGHGJDPHIRUZKLFK³\RXUWLPHDQGLPDJLQDWLRQDUHDERXWWKHRQO\OLPLWLQJIDFWRUV´
(Gygax and Arneson 1974b),WVUXOHVZHUH³guidelines WRIROORZ´ [emphasis in original]. D&D also required 
a referee ZKRKDGWRSUHSDUH³GXQJHRQV´± a scenario set in a fictional game world, typically a cave or castle 
in a fantasy world filled with adversarial monsters and traps as well as treasures. Players could each decide 
what individual character or role they wanted to play and then create and govern the actions of that character. 
3OD\HUFKDUDFWHUVFRXOGLPSURYHWKHLUDELOLWLHVDQG³ZRUNXSZDUGV´DVWKH\JDLQHG³H[SHULHQFH´PHDVXUHGLQ
³H[SHULHQFHSRLQWV´$QGWKHreferee would present and govern the events and entities of the game world 
(Gygax and Arneson 1974b).   
While TRPGs ± in contrast to war games or board games ± gave players unlimited freedom in imagining what 
their characters might attempt to do, whether these actions succeeded or not was constrained and adjudicated 
by rules and the whims of the referee. As Mackay put it in his definition, there are ³UXOHVWKDWDVVLVWDJURXSRI
SOD\HUVDQGDJDPHPDVWHULQGHWHUPLQLQJKRZWKHLUILFWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUV¶VSRQWDQHRXVLQWHUDFWLRQVDUH
UHVROYHG´(Mackay 2001, 5). For this task resolution (see chapters 10, 18), D&D utilized many conventions 
of miniature war games of its time: combat was the (almost exclusive) concern. Rules modeled characters and 
decided their actions probabilistically: a combatant was described by numerical traits like level, strength, or 
³KLWSRLQWV´DQGWKHVHWUDLWVGetermined the probability of a certain action succeeding, usually resolved with 
dice rolls.  
One characteristic novel rule component D&D introduced were systems for character progression (Peterson 
2012), that is, UXOHVDQGJDPHPHFKDQLVPVWKDWGHILQHKRZSOD\HU¶VFKDUDFWHUVLPSURYHIURPRQHJDPHVHVVLRQ
to the next (Zagal and Altizer 2014). Character progression is one of the primary rewards of tabletop RPGs 
(Fannon 1999)³>,@QPRVWUROH-playing games, players maintain their characters from session to session, using 
WKHPDJDLQDQGDJDLQ*UDGXDOO\WKHSOD\HUFKDUDFWHUV¶VNLOOVLQFUHDVH7KH\EHFRPHPRUHSRZHUIXODQGEHWWHU
equipped and undertake more difficult taVNVWRPDLQWDLQWKHFKDOOHQJHRIWKHJDPH´(Schick 1991).  
As in wargames, players and referee sat around a table, using a printed rulebook with rules, tables, dice, and 
character sheets. An individual quest or adventure ± the looting of a dungeon ± could take several sessions of 
multiple hours of playtime. Individual adventures could be connected together into a campaign by the 
progressing characters, a shared fictional world, and even an overarching plot. Referees could create 
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adventures, campaigns, and worlds, but TSR (and other companies) also published adventures, campaigns, 
and books detailing whole fictional worlds. D&D and other early TRPGs were often adversarial (Appelcline 
2014a, 347±348): players had to watch for traps and survive the challenges thrown at them by their referee. 
This quickly shifted towards a collaborative experience where players and referee worked together for the 
enjoyment of all (e.g. Plamondon 1982).  
In contrast to the often historical settings of wargames, and in tune with the popularity of fantasy and science 
ILFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHLQWKHVPRVWHDUO\753*VZHUHVHWLQVRPH³PHGLHYDOIDQWDV\´ZRUOG$VDUHVXOW
753*VDUHRIWHQYLHZHGDVDXQLW\RIIRUPDQGFRQWHQWDQGZHUHRIWHQDOWHUQDWLYHO\FDOOHG³IDQWDV\UROH-
SOD\LQJJDPHV´Yet as the TRPG market grew, it expanded into different settings: cowboys, spacefaring 
humans, post-apocalyptic mutants, and others. Still, TRPG settings have largely remained limited to some 
form of genre fiction, including established franchises (Star Wars, Star Trek, Middle Earth), and genre 
combination like fantasy-cyberpunk or horror-western. However, the rise RI³LQGLH´753*VLQWKHHDUO\st 
century (see chapter 10) demonstrated that the basic aesthetic form of TRPGs was amenable to all kinds of 
subject matter. 
As a new phenomenon, 753*VFRXOGQRWUHO\RQSHRSOH¶VVKDUHGFXOWXUDONQRZOHGJHRIZKDWWKH\ZHUHor 
how to play them. They also could not rely on the game artifacts to guide and constrain play: games like D&D 
consisted of nothing more than printed pages of rules. Presumably for these reasons, their rulebooks to this 
day RIWHQLQFOXGH³DQREOLJDWRU\VHFWLRQLQWKHLQWURGXFWLRQXVXDOO\WLWOHGµ:KDWLVD5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPH"¶RU
µ+RZWR3OD\D5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPH¶´VRPHWLPHVZLWKDVFULSWRIVDPSOHJDPHSOD\(Mackay 2001; see Torner 
2015). These sections are thus influential manifestations where designers express their understanding and 
GHILQLWLRQVRI³WDEOHWRS role-SOD\LQJJDPHV´DQGVKDSH those of players and other designers reading them.  
For example, an early manual for Advanced Dungeons & Dragons (AD&D) (Gygax 1979) notes the existence 
of two schools of thought in hobby games: realism-simulation and games. Gygax positioned AD&D as an 
DGKHUHQWRI³WKHgame VFKRRO´± meaning it was primarily a fun game and not a realistic simulation of 
medieval combat, culture or society (Gygax 1979). Other designers and companies, differentiating themselves 
from D&D, likewise decoupled their games from specific rules and settings. The Middle-Earth Role Playing 
(MERPGHVFULEHVDQ53*DVD³µOLYLQJ¶QRYHOZKHUHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHDFWRUVFKDUDFWHUVFUHDWHVD
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FRQVWDQWO\HYROYLQJSORW´in which HDFKSOD\HUVKRXOG³WDNHRQWKHSHUVRQDRIKLVRUKHUSOD\HUFKDUDFWHU´
(Charlton 1984). James Bond 007 GHVFULEHVLWVHOIDV³PXFKOLNHDQLPSURYLVDWLRQDOWKHDWHUSLHFH´ZKHUHWKH
players participate in a loosely prepared script and agree to follow the rules as enforced by the referee (Klug 
1983, 5). These few early examples illustrate how understandings of TRPGs broadened and diversified ± from 
playing a fun combat miniature game to realistically simulating a world, story creation, and theatrical 
enactment of characters. 
Beyond introductory passages in rule-books, game designers and fans quickly developed theories around 
TRPGs. These took place initially in fanzines (e.g. Alarums & Excursions), commercial magazines (e.g. 
Dragon or the short-lived Interactive Fiction), and then quickly extended onto the Internet, specifically 
Usenet groups and online forums like The Forge. Scholarly work also emerged in the 1980s and intensified 
from the 1990s on. Surveying definitional attempts across these communities as well as the phenomena they 
UHIHUWRWKHIROORZLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDUHFRPPRQO\UHRFFXUULQJLQZKDWSHRSOHFDOO³WDEOHWRS53*V´ 
x A group of players sits face-to-face around a table together to play (co-located and synchronous) 
x Players create, enact, and govern the actions of individual characters in a fictional game world  
x A referee determines the game world, manages and communicates it to the players, and enacts all 
non-player characters  
x Players and referee collaborate towards a shared enjoyable experience 
x The game world, including player and non-player characters and their actions, are constituted by talk 
between referee and players, often with supporting props like character sheets, miniatures, rule books, 
or maps  
x The game world is usually some form of genre fiction: fantasy, science-fiction, horror, etc., or a 
mixture thereof 
x Attempted player character actions are limited by the imagination of players 
x The abilities of characters and the outcomes of their actions are usually determined by a quantitative-
probabilistic rule system, with extensive rules for combat resolution 
x The game is open-ended and can be played over multiple sessions 
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x In-game events may be guided along a pre-planned plot through the design of the game world and 
referee steering, or emerge from player initiative  
x Player characters improve over time via systems for progression 
Not all phenomena called TRPGs have all these characteristics, of course. But this prototypical core helps 
XQGHUVWDQGZK\SHRSOHFRQVLGHUVRPHWKLQJ³FOHDUO\D753*´RUGHEDWHLWDV³DERUGHUOLQHFDVH´ZK\SHRSOH
SHUFHLYHDFHUWDLQJDPHDV³LQQRYDWLYH´DQGZK\SHRSOHZDQWWRLQQRYDWHLQWKHILUVWSODFH 
TRPGs exist alongside each other: new games were generally designed in response to existing ones ± to fill an 
unexplored thematic niche, solve perceived problems of existing rule systems, support aesthetic goals not met 
by earlier games, and so on. For instance, the effort of gathering players face-to-face for a game session drove 
the creation of computer RPGs, play-by-mail TRPGs, solo role-playing (e.g. certain scenarios for Tunnels & 
Trolls, Schick 1991, 358), and game books like the Fighting Fantasy series (Jackson and Livingstone 1982). 
Dissatisfied by the frequent disconnect between the characters created by individual players and the referee-
created scenario, games like Hillfolk (Laws 2013) make character creation collaborative: characters are 
defined as a network of conflictual, emotionally charged relations providing the dramatic raw material for 
player-driven plots. Other games explore the scope of the actors controlled by the players. In Aria: Canticle of 
the Monomyth (Moore and Seyler 1994), players fluidly move between role-playing characters, entire families 
(genealogies), nations and more. As regards the role of the referee, some games encourage taking turns 
refereeing (Ars Magica, Tweet and Rein-Hagen 2004), while others allow players to enact certain non-player 
characters (Cosmic Patrol, Catalyst Game Labs 2011). Some games do away with referees entirely, allowing 
SOD\VHVVLRQVZKHUH³HYHU\RQHKDVHTXDODXWKRULW\DWWKHWDEOH´(e.g. Grey Ranks, Morningstar 2007). 
³,QGHSHQGHQW´753*VKDYHEURXJKWLQµVHULRXV¶QRQ-genre fiction game worlds and themes, like first dates 
(Breaking the Ice, Boss 2005) or Polish partisan teenagers during the 1944 uprising against the German 
occupation (Grey Ranks, Morningstar 2007). Dissatisfaction with probabilistic, quantified rule systems best fit 
for combat led to exploring alternative mechanisms, as in Amber¶VGLFHOHVVUROHSOD\LQJV\VWHP(Wujcik 1991). 
6RPHµUXOHV-OLJKW¶JDPHVUHGXFHGUXOHVDQGSURSV to a minimum to focus on inventive storytelling (The 
Extraordinary Adventures of Baron Munchausen, Wallis 1998) while others increased the importance of rules 
and props leading to TRPG-board game hybrids (e.g. When Darkness Comes, Breitenstein & Breitenstein 
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6LPLODUO\³RQH-VKRW´JDPHVOLNHFiasco (Morningstar 2009) do away with character progression and 
open-ended games since players, over a fixed number of acts of scenes, create a plot that ends in a tragicomic 
fiasco for all involved characters. 
 
LARP 
It is unclear when people ran the first live action role-playing games (larps) (Simkins 2015, 48). One may 
reasonably assume that some people started performing rather than describing the actions of their characters 
as soon as D&D was played ± play-enacting character dialogue while sitting at the table is a common practice 
in TRPGs. There are rumors that, as early as 1979, students at Michigan State University organized larps in 
the network of steam tunnels beneath campus (Laycock 2015, 83). 
In the context of D&D, people understood early larp as role-SOD\LQJWKDWLVWDNHQ³EH\RQGWKHUHDOPVRI
imagined adventures usiQJSDSHUSHQFLOVDQGPLQLDWXUHILJXUHV´E\fully HPERG\LQJDQGHQDFWLQJRQH¶V
FKDUDFWHUWKHJDPH³EHFRPHVµUHDO¶´(Livingstone 1982, 192±193). This notion of immersion through 
embodiment is an important differentiating characteristic of larp. Instead of describing character actions, 
players enact them. Instead of describing their appearance, players use costumes. Instead of describing the 
game world and its inhabitants, referees stage a real-world physical setting with props, and instruct likewise 
costumed non-player characters. The importance of beinJ³LQ-FKDUDFWHU´DOVRFKDQJHG,QPRVW753*V
SOD\HUVIOXLGO\PRYHEHWZHHQVSHDNLQJDVSOD\HUVDQGDVFKDUDFWHUV,QODUSV³PDLQWDLQLQJFKDUDFWHU´QRW
speaking as a player) became more important in order to achieve greater immersion for everyone involved. 
Since players were no longer stationary, rules needed to be streamlined, e.g. using rock-paper-scissors instead 
of dice and tables. Rules could also rely more on SOD\HUV¶VNLOOVSURILFLHQF\LQVZLQJLQJDZHDSRQPDGHRI
UHLQIRUFHGIRDPFRPPRQO\FDOOHG³ERIIHU´ZHDSRQVFRXOGVHUYHDVDFKDUDFWHU¶VVZRUGVPDQVKLS(M. 
Malaby and Green 2009). Another effect of staging a game in a physical space was that it could accommodate 
more players than fit around a table. This allows parallel activities with up to thousands of players in some 
large-scale fantasy larps. As a result, a single referee often could not oversee and manage the entire game 
anymore. One common solution has been to increase the number of referees; another is to have players take 
on roles of non-SOD\HUFKDUDFWHUV7KHVH13&VDUHDQDORJRXVWR³VXSSRUWLQJDFWRUV´LQPRYLHVZKLFKDFWVHPL-
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autonomously but share information with referees and take stage directions from them. Yet another strategy 
has been to forego pre-scripted referee plots in favor of emergent gameplay, sometimes structured by detailed 
background stories and goals of player characters. 
As a collaborative practice, new players typically learn how to larp by joining existing groups and learning 
from their peers. Larping is usually an embodied practice of a shared social group and they are arguably far 
less homogenized (and pre-scriptable) through mass-distributed objects like TRPG rulebooks or video gaming 
hardware and software. As a result, maybe more than in any other form of RPG, larp has developed many 
different local cultural communities practicing distinct styles of larps (see chapter 5).  
Definitional discussions by larp designers and players have chiefly emerged around conventions where local 
groups encounter each other. Scholarly work on larp (and its definition) frequently stem from people involved 
in these communities. Notably, across designer, player, and scholar discourses, larp is commonly talked about 
and defined as live-action roleplay not live action role-playing games. (Although numerous people also talk 
about live-action role-SOD\LQJJDPHVUXQODUSVZLWKµJDPH\¶FKDUDFWHULVWLFVOLNHFOHDUJRDOVUXOHVDQG
progression systems.) Despite this cultural diversity, one can still identify some characteristics commonly 
reoccurring across phenomena called larps: 
x A group of players plays together in a shared physical location (co-located and synchronous) 
x Players create and enact individual characters in a fictional game world 
x One or more referees stage and manage the game for the players 
x Some players may enact non-player characters that receive instruction and information from referees 
x Players and referee collaborate towards a shared enjoyable experience 
x The game world, including player and non-player characters, is constituted by players embodying and 
enacting characters and real physical props and location with varying degrees of realism or 
verisimilitude 
x The game world is usually some form of genre fiction: fantasy, science fiction, horror, western, crime, 
or a mixture thereof 
x $WWHPSWHGSOD\HUFKDUDFWHUDFWLRQVDUHOLPLWHGE\WKHLPDJLQDWLRQRISOD\HUVUXOHVDQGWKHSOD\HUV¶
bodily abilities and physical surroundings 
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x The abilities of characters and the outcomes of their actions are determined by a mixture of bodily 
DELOLWLHV³\RXFDQGRZKDW\RXFDQGR´DQGIRUPDOUXOHV 
x In-game events may be guided along a pre-planned plot through the setup of the game world 
(including player and non-player characters) and referee steering via non-player characters, or emerge 
from player initiative  
There is rich variation and innovation around this prototypical list. Some larps emulate D&D-style TRPGs 
with fantasy backdrops, rules, referee-scripted plots, and an emphasis on combat with boffer weapons. This 
VW\OHLVVRPHWLPHVFDOOHGµERIIHU/$53¶2UJDQL]DWLRQVOLNHNERO co-ordinate multiple larping groups under 
RQHVHWRIUXOHVLQFOXGLQJFKDUDFWHUSURJUHVVLRQDOORZLQJ³2QH*DPH:RUOG with Unrestricted Transference 
RI&KDUDFWHUV7UHDVXUH	3RVVHVVLRQV´DFURVVJDPHVhttp://nerolarp.com/news.php).  
In contrast, Nordic larp, as a style, is characterized by high aesthetic ambition and commitment, a 
noncommercial spirit, minimal game mechanics and a de-HPSKDVL]LQJRIJDPHDVSHFWVOLNH³ZLQQLQJ´RU
³SURJUHVVLRQ´LQIDYRURILQWHQVHVKDUHGH[SHULHQFHV(Stenros and Montola 2010). Games in this tradition 
often have political and/or artistic aspirations, putting players in the roles of e.g. members of a 1978 commune 
or attendants of a cross-cultural marriage in Palestine. Staging of the game world may be barren black rooms 
VLPLODUWRHPSW\WKHDWHUVWDJHV³EODFN-ER[´WRPD[LPDOLVWJDPHVOLNHMonitor Celestra, where over 140 
players wore hand-made costumes and used a retired military destroyer ship that was redecorated and 
augmented with digital control panels, to stage a three-day crisis on a spaceship in the fictional universe of 
Battlestar Galactica (Berättelsefrämjandet 2013). Larps may last as little as half an hour and have no rules 
other than a character prompt, strongly resembling improv theater, or might be played over years at different 
locales. Yet other pervasive larps engage with the distinction between real and game world. The 2006 larp 
Momentum ran continuously, 24 hours a day for five weeks in everyday locations all around Stockholm, with 
the goal of merging game and real life. Players enacted themselves being temporarily possessed by ghosts and 
had to draw in non-players as part of their in-game tasks (Stenros et al. 2007).  
Some games blur the distinction between larps and TRPGs. 0LQG¶V(\H7KHDWUH7KH0DVTXHUDGH (MET) 
(Rein-Hagen, Lemke, and Tinney 1993) adapted the tabletop RPG Vampire: The Masquerade¶VV:tM) for 
live play. Set in the same supernatural horror world as V:tM, MET is one of the few commercially published 
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larp games (Appelcline 2014b, 16). MET also allowed players to bring their tabletop characters over to a larp 
game and back. V:tM itself was already conducive to this cross-RYHUE\HQFRXUDJLQJ³GLFHOHVV´DQG³OLYH-
UROHSOD\´DWWKHWDEOHZLWKORQJ-running campaigns full of politicking and intrigue (Fannon 1999, 150). Thus, 
MET and V:tM could form a single transmedia RPG with players deciding when to play in which format. 
 
Box insert 2.5: Larp Session 
Sam, Rosa, and Dennis have gathered in the outskirts of a local campground. All three wear fake animal furs. 
Rosa has thick necklaces made from stones and string around her neck. Dennis is carrying a spear whose end 
is thickly padded with foam and covered in duct tape making it look like a giant cotton swab. They are in the 
middle of an ongoing campaign adventure where they play characters who are pre-historic humans trying to 
survive in a savage and slightly magical world. Jasmine, one of the local referees walks up to them. 
Jasmine: 2NLW¶VDOPRVWWLPHWRJHWVWDUWHG/DVWZHHN\RXZHUHJHWWLQJUHDG\WRVQHDNLQWRWKHYDOOH\RIWKH
bears. You hid behind some bushes on a hill overlooking the valley until nightfall. [Suddenly, an airhorn blast 
breaks the silence. Sam, Rosa and Dennis quickly crouch and Jasmine steps away.] 
Sam: Showtime! [turning to Dennis] Do you still have the sacred animal whistle? 
Dennis: Ack! [he assents] But, power weak. [turning to face Rosa] Tohana, you help?  
Rosa: Mother of trees, you please bless! [she reaches for a small bone whistle being offered by Dennis] 
[Rosa pulls a keyring from a pouch that hangs by her waist. The keyring has several colored plastic tabs. She 
removes a yellow tab and hands it to Jasmine who then whispers something in her ear.] 
[Rosa then carefully cradles the whistle in her hands and bows in the direction of the tree.]  
Rosa: Oh, mother of trees. You favor us. We see through eyes of you! [after a brief pause] Go Sharpspear, 
you have much care. 
>'HQQLVWDNHVWKHZKLVWOHIURP5RVD¶VRSHQKDQG+HORRNVDW-DVPLQHZKRQRGVDQGWKHQSODFHVWKHZKLVWOH
in his mouth and blows into it] 
Jasmine: [Shouting] Concealed creatures and tribespeople, the Mother of Trees commands that you reveal 
yourselves! 
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[Four people also dressed in fake furs and carrying padded spears step out from behind some trees about 20 
meters away, they count to three and then run towards the group!] 
Attackers: [yelling] Rockslide tribe! 
[Both groups quickly meet and start swinging at each other with their padded weapons. As they hit each 
other, they yell numbers out loud indicating how much damage they inflict with each hit.]  
 
Computer Role-Playing Games 
The earliest computer role-playing games (CRPGs) appeared in the mid- to late 1970s, created and 
surreptitiously played by hobbyists on university mainframe computers (Barton 2008, 30). Bearing names like 
Dungeon (Daglow 1975), dnd (Whisenhunt and Wood 1975), or DND (Lawrence 1977), they often advertised 
their direct inspiration by D&D. The early CRPG The Temple of Apshai ERDVWVWKDWLW³LVJXDUDQteed to be the 
EHVWYHUVLRQRI'XQJHRQV	'UDJRQV´(Automated Simulations 1980). What we now call computer RPGs 
ZHUHWKHQVRPHWLPHVUHIHUUHGWRDV³'	'*DPHV´(Crawford 1984). Early CRPGs commonly entailed 
quantitatively modeled characters, probabilistic action resolution, character progression, and fantasy maze 
(dungeon) exploration and combat well-known from D&D.  
Yet, as with early TRPGs, there was significant variation in how early games now considered CRPGs called 
themselves: some, like Telengard, straightforwardly self-ODEHOHGDV³DFRPSXWHUL]HGIDQWDV\UROH-playing 
JDPH´(Lawrence 1982, 3). Others, like The Lords of MidnightSURSRVHGQHZODEHOV³QRWVLPSO\DQ
DGYHQWXUHJDPHQRUVLPSO\DZDUJDPH,WLVUHDOO\DQHZW\SHWKDWZHKDYHFKRVHQWRFDOODQHSLFJDPH´
(Singleton 1984, 3). Many CRPGs like The Faery Tale Adventure FDOOHGWKHPVHOYHV³DGYHQWXUHV´RU
³DGYHQWXUHJDPHV´DQGFRQWHPSRUDU\XVHVRIYLGHRJDPHJHQUHODEHOVOLNH³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPH´DQG
³DGYHQWXUHJDPH´VWLOORYHUODSVLJQLILFDQWO\ 
CRPGs were then often understood as a response to perceived problems of TRPGs: (1) TRPGs could not be 
played solitaire (e.g. Katz 1982); (2) they often required tedious amounts of calculation and dice rolling (e.g. 
Crawford 1984, 33); and (3) they needed long (continuous) stretches of time to prepare and play (e.g. Lane 
1982)7KHVROXWLRQIRUPDQ\ZDVWRXVHDFRPSXWHU³(YHQPLFURFRPSXWHUVLQDIUDFWLRQRIDVHFRQGFDQ
make complicated calculations that would take a Dungeons and Dragons referee minutes of page-WXUQLQJ´
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(Freeman 1980). Also, as explained in 7KH7HPSOHRI$SVKDL¶V manual, WKHFRPSXWHUFRXOGRIIHU³DQDOUHDG\
FUHDWHGZRUOGZLWKHQRXJKGHWDLOVDQGYDULHW\IRUGR]HQVRIDGYHQWXUHV´WKXVRIIHULQJDJDPHWKDWLVDOZD\V
ready to play (Lane 1982, 6). Instead of being constituted through joint talk, the game world and rules became 
an algorithmic and data-driven model ± software running on a computer ± that the player experienced and 
interacted with through a computer interface. 
This provided additional affordances that would further distinguish CRPGs from their tabletop brethren: 
sophistication of simulations, real-time play, and encyclopedic scope. Because the computer handled the 
ERRNNHHSLQJHDUO\&53*VFRXOGLQFUHDVHWKHFRPSOH[LW\DQGVXSSRVHG³UHDOLVP´RIWKHLUUXOHV\VWHPV
beyond human capacities to include features such as line-of-sight for enemy monsters, encumbrance and 
fatigue, and more (Barton 2008). While many of these existed in prior TRPG games, they were often too 
complicated to use in practice or were rarely enforced. The downside, as in computerized wargames, was that 
WKHVHUXOHVZHUHRIWHQ³EODFNER[HG´RQO\SDUWLDOO\H[SRVHGWRWKHSOD\HU(Dunnigan 1992).  
Real-WLPHSOD\DOORZHGIRUDGLIIHUHQWNLQGRIH[SHULHQFH³>L@I\RXGRQ¶WPRYHWKHPRQVWHUVZLOO´(Lindsay 
1979). Telengard¶V PDQXDOQRWHVKRZ³[i]t is imperative to understand that the adventure you are about to 
embark upon is played in Real Time [sic]. That is, you have a limited amount of time (about 5 seconds) to 
key-LQDFRPPDQGEHIRUHWKHFRPSXWHUZLOOGRRQHIRU\RX´(Lawrence 1982). Real-time rather than turn-
based interaction also leGWRWKHLQFUHDVLQJDSSHDUDQFHRI³DFWLRQ´HOHPHQWVZKHUHUHVXOWVZHUHGHSHQGHQWRQ
SOD\HU¶VUHIOH[HVDQGKDQG-eye coordination.  
TRPGs in principle already allowed for a vast VFRSHRIWKHLUJDPHZRUOGVXSSRUWHGE\³UDQGRPHQFRXQWHU´
DQG³GXQJHRQJHQHUDWLRQ´WDEOHVEXWLQSUDFWLFHZHUHERXQGE\WKHWLPHDQGLQYHQWLYHQHVVRIDKXPDQUHIHUHH
(or supplement author). CRPG designers used the storage of early computers to the maximum, hand-crafting 
HQYLURQPHQWVDVZHOODVDOJRULWKPLFDOO\JHQHUDWLQJHQRUPRXVJDPHZRUOGV³RYHUVFUHHQVRI
H[SORUDWLRQ´The Faery Tale Adventure, MicroIllusions 1987). This encyclopedic scope (Murray 1997) 
became only more pronounced as storage capacities increased. Today, CRPGs generally rely on a mixture of 
pre-scripted linear narratives (especially in so-cDOOHG³-53*V´DVW\OHRI&53*WKDWGHYHORSHGLQ-DSDQVHH
Chapter 6DQGµHPHUJHQW¶VWRULHV players tell themselves based on procedurally generated events in vast 
open game worlds, prototypically in the The Elder Scrolls series (Bethesda, 1994-). TRPGs in contrast 
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allowed for intentional flexible weaving of dramatic plot between players and referees. Thematically, the 
game worlds of CRPGs have stuck close to the fantasy scenarios of early TRPGs. 
CRPGs are also more limited in the actions available to characters. In a TRPG, a player could think up any 
possible action and describe it, no matter whether it was explicitly foreseen in the rules: the referee would 
adjudicate its probability of succeeding on the spot. Game software, in contrast, can only process pre-specified 
inputs; thus players are limited to those pre-specified actions offered by the CRPG interface. In a TRPG, a 
player might try and flirt with a guard instead of attacking it, even if the rulebook has no rules for flirting. In a 
CRPG, if WKHSURJUDPDQGLWVLQWHUIDFHGRQ¶WVXSSRUWIOLUWLQJGRLQJVRLVLPSRVVLEOH*LYHQWKLVODFNRI
expressive capacities and the absence of a human audience, CRPG players less frequently enact characters in 
a theatrical fashion, although they may choose cRXUVHVRIDFWLRQWKH\IHHODUHµWUXH¶WRWKHLUFKDUDFWHU
Curiously, at least in the early years, CRPGs were lauded for providing rich creative opportunities for players 
to make decisions. However, this was in comparison to (text) adventure games of the time that were often 
devalued as mere puzzles (Freeman 1980). CRPGs added character development, strategic combat, and 
partially procedurally generated non pre-scripted game worlds to the adventure game mix of room exploration 
and puzzle-solving (Saltzman 1999, 7). This meant that CRPGs were far more re-playable and open-ended 
than text adventures: players could approach a varying game world with different characters and new 
strategies. 
Another significant change from TRPGs to CRPGs is how they are played. While TRPGs are played and 
experienced as a group, CRPGs are generally designed for DVROLWDU\SOD\HURIWHQFRQWUROOLQJD³SDUW\´RI
multiple characters. The social experience of a CRPG usually comes from players controlling the game 
together (e.g. one player controls, others gives strategic tips), or player communities sharing experiences (e.g. 
see what I found!), strategies (e.g. how to beat a monster), and collaborative understanding of the game (e.g. 
optimizing character improvement).   
6XUYH\LQJWKHSKHQRPHQDZKLFKDUHWRGD\FDOOHG³FRPSXWHU53*V´we find the following commonly 
reoccurring properties: 
x A single player plays with a computing device 
x The player creates and governs the actions of one or more characters in a fictional game world 
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x The computer runs an internal model of the game rules and game world, including all non-player 
characters, renders a representation through an interface, and updates model and representation in 
response to player input 
x The game world is constituted by the computational model generating audiovisual representations that 
JURXQGWKHSOD\HU¶VLPDJLQDWLRQ 
x The game world is usually some form of genre fiction: fantasy, science fiction, horror, or a mixture 
thereof 
x Attempted character actions are limited to options made available through the game interface  
x The abilities of characters and the outcomes of their actions are usually determined by quantitative-
probabilistic rule systems or E\WKHSOD\HU¶VUHIOH[HVDQGDELOLWLHVLQLQSXWWLQJFRPPDQGV 
x A game is often played over multiple sessions 
x In-game events are usually guided along a pre-planned plot through the extensive scripting of the 
game world (including non-player character actions) toward clear end points, but players may play 
open-endedly before, during, or after the conclusion of those plots 
x There are extensive rules for combat resolution 
x Player characters improve over time via systems for progression 
Plenty of CRPGs diverge in some aspects from this list. Not all CRPGs are for solitary play. Vampire: The 
Masquerade ± Redemption (Nihilistic Software 2000) included a multi-player mode that allowed for one 
SOD\HUWREHDUHIHUHHVLPLODUWRWDEOHWRS53*JDPHV7KHUHIHUHHFRXOGµSRVVHVV¶QRQ-player characters, move 
them around, control what they say and populate the maps with items and enemies (Sones 2000). In this sense, 
Redemption was an attempt to provide a TRPG experience in a CRPG. 
In most CRPGs, players control either one character, or a group of characters for the duration of a game. The 
composition of the group can sometimes change over time. In %DOGXU¶V*DWH (Ohlen and Muzyka 1998), 
players could recruit different characters. However, some characters might leave depending on choices made 
by the player or who else was part of the group. In Dragon Quest IV (Nakamura 1990), the player controls 
different characters for each chapter of the game. Each chapter focuses on the perspective of a supporting 
character before they all join the protagonist in the final chapter. This allowed for a richer experience of the 
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JDPH¶VQDUUDWLYHRULQWKHFDVHRI%DOGXU¶V*DWH, highlighted inter-character dynamics often missing in 
CRPGs.  
As they evolved, CRPGs developed distinct sub-JHQUHVVXFKDV³DFWLRQ53*V´ like the Diablo series that 
emphasized fast-paced real-WLPHFRPEDWDQG³WDFWLFDO53*V´RIWHQWXUQ-based, that focus on optimal tactical 
combat decisions and strategic character progression decisions. 
 
Box insert 2.6: Computer Role-Playing Game Session 
Petra sits in front of her computer playing a CRPG. She is in the middle of an ongoing campaign where she 
controls a party of characters who are pre-historic humans trying to survive in a savage and slightly magical 
world. As the game finishes loading she sees an overhead view of a wilderness. Three human figures, about 
3cm tall on the screen, are standing behind some bushes. There are two men and one woman and their names 
are indicated by text that floats above their heads. To the side of the screen are portraits of each of them that 
provide additional information such as their current level, how many life points each has, and what their 
current equipment is. All three figures wear furs, and one carries a spear. 
Petra clicks on the portrait of the character called Tohana. A new window appears partially obscuring the 
landscape. It features a larger image of the character, a list of abilities, and the items and equipment the 
Tohana is carrying. Petra clicks on an itHPFDOOHG³6DFUHG$QLPDO:KLVWOH´$VPDOOHUZLQGRZDSSHDUVZLWK
VRPHWH[WDQGWZREXWWRQVODEHOOHG³8VH´DQG³&DQFHO´7KHWH[WVD\V 
x Duration: 5 minutes 
x Use: Reveal hidden enemies in 50 meter radius 
x Charges: 0 (rechargeable) 
x ³7KHPRWKHURIWUHHVEHVWRZVKHUVLJKWRQWKRVHZKRDUHZRUWK\´ 
Petra curses under her breath as she clicks on the cancel button. As the smaller window closes she selects an 
DELOLW\QDPHG³,PEXH0DJLF´DQGWKHQSLFNVWKHZKLVWOHIURPDOLVWRIDYDLODEOHRSWLRQV$PHVVDJHZLQGRZ
appeaUVVWDWLQJ³6DFUHG$QLPDO:KLVWOHQRZKDVFKDUJHV´$VVKHFORVHVWKHZLQGRZVKHQRWLFHVWKDWWKH
SXUSOH³PDJLFHQHUJ\´EDUEHQHDWK7RKDQD¶VFKDUDFWHUSRUWUDLWLVQRZRQO\KDOI-full. Before closing the 
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character window, Petra makes sure to bind the whisWOHWRWKH³´RQKHUNH\ERDUG1RZZKHQVKHZDQWVWR
XVHWKHZKLVWOHDOOVKH¶OOKDYHWRGRLVVHOHFW7RKDQDDQGWDS³´ 
:KLOHVKH¶VEHHQGRLQJWKLVWKHZRUOGKDVEHHQSDUDO\]HG$VVRRQDVVKHFORVHGWKHFKDUDFWHUZLQGRZ
KRZHYHUHYHU\WKLQJ³FDPHEDFNWROLIH´WUHHEUDQFKHVVZD\DQGWKHFKDUDFWHUVUHVWOHVVO\WDSWKHLUIHHW$V
VRRQDV3HWUDWDSV³´RQKHUNH\ERDUGWKRXJKVKHQRWLFHVWKHUHGRXWOLQHVRIIRXUKXPDQRLGVKDSHVWKDWDUH
moving quickly towards her characters. As they come in to view she sees that three of them are labeled 
³5RFNVOLGH:DUULRU´DQGWKHIRXUWK¶VODEHOLV³5RFNVOLGH6KDPDQ´(DFKFKDUDFWHUDOVRKDVDVPDOOJUHHQ
bar beneath its name. 
3HWUDWDSVWKHVSDFHEDUDQGFOLFNVKHUFKDUDFWHUV)RUHDFKVKHVHOHFWVWKHRSWLRQ³$WWDFN&ORVHVW7DUJHW´
before hitting the spacebar again. She sits back to watch what happens, but keeps her hand hovering over the 
spacebar just in case. The characters on the screen start to move towards each other and begin to swing their 
weapons. Text messages VXFKDV³&ULWLFDO´³0LVV´DQG³+LW´DSSHDURYHUWKHEDWWOHDVZHOODVQXPEHUV
indicating how much damage each successful strike causes.  
 
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 
The history of multiplayer online role-playing games (MORPG) starts in 1978 with MUD (also called MUD1) 
on a mainframe computer at Essex University. MUD, which stands for Multi-User Dungeon, began as a multi-
player implementation of early adventure games Colossal Cave Adventure (also known as Adventure and 
ADVENT) and Zork (Bartle 2010). Those games, directly inspired by D&D (McGath 1984, 5), provided 
players with a textual description of their virtual surroundings and allowed interaction via typed commands, 
often verb-REMHFWSDLUVVXFKDV³$77$&.02167(5´RU³*21257+´08'ZDVDOVRWH[W-based, but was 
multi-player, open-ended, and provided a persistent environment that continued to exist (and change) even if a 
player was not accessing it through an interface.   
The multi-player aspect of MUD1 allowed multiple players to participate via a network without requiring 
them to play co-located. The game was open-ended in that players freely traversed and interacted with the 
(textual) game world and its inhabitants without the puzzles and linear narratives of early adventure games: its 
designers decided these would not work in a multi-player environment (Bartle 2010). 
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In terms of refereeing, MUDs presented a mixture of TRPGs and CRPGs. The computer maintained the game 
ZRUOGEXW08'DGPLQLVWUDWRUVRIWHQUHIHUUHGWRDVµ:L]DUGV¶RIWHQLQWHUDFWHGGLUHFWO\ZLWKSOD\HUVDVWKH\
created new content, areas, and objects in the database (Shah and Romine 1995, 13). Becoming a Wizard was 
often a goal for players since they could hope to be invited to play in this role of meta-referee (Turkle 1995). 
Wizards inhabiting in-game characters gave rise to enticing unexpected situations. For example, having 
REWDLQHGDQLWHPWKH\VKRXOGQ¶WKDYHDSOD\HUFRXOGQHJRWLDWHZLWKWKHJULPUHDSHUWRJHWLWEDFN(C. 
Morningstar and Farmer 1990) RUWKH\PLJKWµNLOO¶DIDPRXV:L]DUG-controlled character who forgot to 
activate his invulnerability (Blodgett 2009). Since collaboration between players was not needed for the game 
world to exist and players often used pseudonyms, EHKDYLRUVVXFKDVµJULHILQJ¶DOVRDSSHDUHG ±  players 
GHULYLQJSOHDVXUHIURPDQQR\LQJRWKHUSOD\HUVLQWKHJDPH0253*VDOVRIHDWXUHDORWRIµSDrallel SOD\¶DV
seen in larps with large numbers of players. 
Over the years, MORPGs changed as technology improved. First was a move towards audiovisual 
representations, followed by a sharp increase in the number of concurrent players these games could support. 
In the mid-1990s, the Korean games Kingdom of the Winds and Lineage already attracted millions of players, 
VRRQWREHIROORZHGE\µ:HVWHUQ¶JDPHVVXFKDVWorld of Warcraft (Bartle 2010). It was from these games 
and their successors that a new term was coined: the massively multiplayer online role-playing game 
(MMORPG). 
MORPGs are played by multiple players in different locations each using their own computing device. Players 
usually access one of several servers on which versions of the game world run ± servers typically cater to 
geographical and language communities, but players may also cultivate certain play styles on a specific 
VHUYHUHJ³UROH-SOD\LQWHQVLYH´2QDVHUYHUSOD\HUVFRPPXQLFDWHXVLQJWH[WFKDWRU9RLFH-Over-IP 
technology, and often organize into lasting or temporary groups like guilds or clans to socialize and 
collaborate, e.g. defeat other player groups or accomplish an in-JDPH³TXHVW´RU³UDLG´, a pre-scripted 
adventure akin to early TRPG dungeons with monsters to kilODQGWUHDVXUHVµORRW¶WRJDLQ0RVWJDPHV
feature virtual economies, with players trading and selling goods with each other, an emphasis on combat and 
progression systems, and a genre fiction backdrop (see chapter 16).  
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Beginning with TinyMUD (1989), MUDs spawned subgenres of MUSH (Multi-User Shared Hallucination) 
and MOO (MUD, object-oriented). Where MUDs focused on D&D-style gaming, MUSH players tended to 
engage more in socializing and theatric role-playing. MOOs were similarly social but also allowed players to 
program the environment to add new areas, objects, functionality, and more (Bartle 2003, 11)7RGD\¶V
MMORPGs, arguably the most popular MORPGs in terms of audience, generally limit the impact of players 
on the game world: a quest may be played repeatedly by player groups, and opponents tend to re-appear 
³UHVSDZQ´VKRUWO\DIWHUWKHLUGHIHDW/DVWLQJHIIHFWVWHQGWROLPLWWKHPVHOYHVWRQDUURZO\VSHFLILHGDUHDVHJ
player homes) and player appearance.  
Across contemporary phenomena called MORPGs, the following features frequently reoccur: 
x A group of players plays synchronously, each accessing the game through an individual computing 
device linked through the Internet 
x Players create, enact, and govern the actions of individual characters in the fictional game world 
x Computers run an internal model of the game rules and a persistent game world, including all non-
SOD\HUFKDUDFWHUVUHQGHULQJUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRQWKHSOD\HUV¶ORFDOLQWHUIDFHVDQGXSGDWHPRGHODQG
representation in response to player input 
x The game world is constituted by the computational model generating audiovisual representations that 
JURXQGWKHSOD\HUV¶LPDJLQDWLRQ 
x The game world is usually some form of genre fiction: fantasy, science fiction, or a mixture thereof 
x Players can collaborate, compete, or ignore each other as they pursue a shared enjoyable experience  
x Attempted character actions are limited to options made available through the game interface 
x The abilities of characters and the outcomes of their actions are determined by quantitative-
probabilistic rule systems or E\WKHSOD\HU¶VUHIOH[HVDQGDELOLWLHVLQLQSXWWLQJFRPPDQGV 
x A game is usually played over multiple sessions 
x Players can play open-endedly within the game world, which additionally usually entails multiple pre-
scripted plots with clear end points 
x There are extensive rules for combat resolution 
x Player characters improve over time via systems for progression 
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While MMORPGs generally offer limited player control over the game world, A Tale in the Desert (eGenesis 
2003) is an interesting exception. It is a combat-less MMORPG where players can petition and vote on laws 
that can globally affect player options and influence rules and laws that have lasting effects on the game. The 
game world cyclically begins and ends and players have a say in changes and additions introduced to the next 
cycle (Drachen and Heide Smith 2008). In a sense, many ideas present in MOOs are slowly appearing in 
MMORPGs. 
Some MORPG designs and practices blur the distinctions between real and game world. Real-Money Trading 
describes the practice of players selling in-game assets, items, and characters for hard cash (Dibbell 2006). 
While this is often outlawed, EVE Online (CCP 2003) allows players to pay for their monthly subscription 
service using in-game currency, and Entropia Universe (MindArk 2003) allows regular exchange of game and 
real currency (see chapter 16). The Augmented Reality MORPG Ingress (Niantic Labs 2012) layers its 
persistent game world on the real world. Players take on the role of agents who, using a mobile app, must 
travel to real-ZRUOGORFDWLRQVWR³DWWHPSWWRµKDFN¶SRUWDOVIRULQ-JDPHVXSSOLHV$VWKH\GRWKLV>«@WKH\JDLQ
e[SHULHQFHSRLQWVWROHYHOXSWKURXJKWKHJDPHE\JDLQLQJ$FWLRQ3RLQWV´(Chess 2014). Players can also 
create new in-JDPHORFDWLRQVE\VXEPLWWLQJWKHPIRUDSSURYDOWRWKHJDPH¶VFUHDWRUV(Chess 2014). 
 
Box insert 2.7: MORPG Session 
Jasmine is sitting in front of her computer playing a MORPG. As the game loads and her character comes in 
to view on the screen, she notices that Sam, Rosa, and Dennis are waiting for her. They are playing an online 
game where they play characters who are pre-historic humans trying to survive in a savage and slightly 
magical world. Jasmine enables team chat. As she does, her headset crackles to life and she can hear what the 
others are saying.  
Dennis: «DQGVR,WROGP\ERVVWKDW2K+H\-DVPLQHJODG\Ru could make it.  
Jasmine: <HDKVRUU\,¶PODWH2NOHW¶VJHWVWDUWHG5HPHPEHUZH¶UHJRLQJWRUXQµYDOOH\RIWKHEHDUV¶
Everybody all geared up?  
Sam: <HDK,WKLQNZH¶UHJRRG'RQ¶WIRUJHWDERXWWKHXQH[SHFWHGLQKDELWDQWVODXJKV!+H\'HQQLVGR\RX
still have the sacred animal whistle? 
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Dennis: >WKHUH¶VQRLVHVRINH\ERDUGFOLFNLQJLQWKHEDFNJURXQG@<HDKEXW,WKLQNWKHHIIHFWZRUHRII5RVD
GRHV7RKDQD¶VEXIIZRUNZLWKLWHPVRULVLWMXVWIRUDQLPDOV" 
Rosa: (YHU\WKLQJ,WKLQN<RX¶OOQHHGWRGURSWhe whistle though. 
Dennis: Ok, give me a sec. 
[Suddenly an item appears in mid-air in front of Jasmine. It falls to the ground and when Jasmine moves her 
PRXVHRYHULWDVPDOOZLQGRZDSSHDUVZLWKWKHWH[W³6DFUHG$QLPDO:KLVWOH´6KH¶VEDUHO\DEOHWRVHHit 
before the item disappears. A few seconds later it appears in mid-air again and this time Dennis picks it up. 
5RVD¶VFKDUDFWHU¶VPDJLFEDULVVLJQLILFDQWO\GHSOHWHG@ 
Rosa: Ok, ready when you are. 
Dennis: Ok team, on my mark! 
[As he counts down everybody is ready to press a few keys on their keyboards and they position their 
FKDUDFWHUVEHKLQG'HQQLV¶+LVFKDUDFWHUVWDUWVWRJ\UDWHDQGFRORUHGOLJKWVOHDYHKLVILQJHUWLSV$VVRRQDV
this is done, the entire group starts to move forward together. In the distance they notice the red outlines of 4 
humanoid shapes that are moving quickly towards the group. As they come in to view everyone can see that 
WKUHHRIWKHPDUHODEHOHG³5RFNVOLGH:DUULRU´DQGWKHIRXUWK¶VODEHOLV³5RFNVOLGH6KDPDQ´(DFKFKDUDFWHU
also has a small green bar beneath its name. 
Jasmine taps a few keys and selects her teammates. Her character begins to cast a spell, gyrating, and 
FRORUHGOLJKWVOHDYHKHUKDQGV6KH¶VSOD\LQJDVXSSRUWUROHLQWKLVEDWWOHDV'HQQLV¶FKDUDFWHULVWKH
monsteUV¶PDLQIRFXV-DVPLQHLVERWKKHDOLQJKLPDVZHOODVEXIILQJHYHU\RQHHOVH 
 
Comparisons and Conclusions 
7KHHPSLULFDOSKHQRPHQDUHIHUUHGWRDV³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´DUHYHU\KHWHURJHQHRXV, spanning different 
socio-material assemblages: joint talk and paper inscriptions (TRPGs), joint embodiment (larp), single 
(CRPG) and networked (MORPG) computing devices. As socio-material platforms, these gather different 
FRPPXQLWLHVRISUDFWLFH:KHQSHRSOHVD\³role-SOD\LQJJDPH´WKH\RIWHQGRVRZLWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKH
form (CRPG, TRPG, etc.) they were socialized in or that is salient in the current context of conversation. 
These statements often do not generalize to other forms. Given different designer and player communities 
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FKLHIO\HQJDJHGLQRQHIRUPLWLVQRZRQGHUWKDWWKHLUXVHDQGWKXVXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHZRUG³UROH-playing 
JDPH´PD\H[FOXGHSKHQRPHQDRWKHUVUHDGLO\FDOO³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´7DEOHWRS53*SOD\HUVVRPHWLPHV
hold that computer RPGs are not µreal¶ RPGs, while larpers call MORPGs like World of Warcraft MMOGs 
(removing role-playing) (Simkins 2015, 43)7KHQHHGIRUDSUHIL[OLNH³WDEOHWRS´RU³FRPSXWHU´RQO\
emerged once there were multiple forms and people needed to refer to and distinguish them in the same 
conversation.  
With that preface, if one compares the commonly reoccurring features of phenomena clustered under the 
YDULRXVIRUPVVRPHFRPPRQVKDUHGµPHWD¶-characteristics and dimensions of divergence emerge (see Table 
1), which allow us to formulate an analytic empirical construcW³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ 
 
³5ROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´LV a word used by multiple social groups to refer to multiple forms and styles of play 
activities and objects revolving around the rule-structured creation and enactment of characters in a 
fictional world. Players usually individually create, enact, and govern the actions of characters, defining 
and pursuing their own goals, with great choice in what actions they can attempt. The game world usually 
follows some genre fiction theme and is managed by a human referee or computer. There are often rules 
for character progression and task and combat resolution. 
Call-out 2.1: Role-playing games 
 
Box insert 2.8: Common characteristics across RPG forms 
  TRPG LARP CRPG MORPG 
Play 
situation         
Social  Small group (ca. 2-6+) 
Small to large 
groups (ca. 2-500+) Single person 
Massive population 
(1 mio.+), acting 
both alone and in 
temporary and 
lasting groups (ca. 
3-40+)  
Spatial  Face-to-face around 
a table 
One or more face-
to-face groups in a 
shared space 
Private space with 
computing device 
Individuals in 
private spaces with 
computing devices, 
accessing a joint 
mediated game 
world via Internet 
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Temporal  
Synchronous play 
over multiple 
sessions, lasting 
hours at a time 
Synchronous play 
over one continuous 
session, lasting 
hours to days 
Multiple sessions, 
lasting minutes to 
hours at a time 
Multiple sessions, 
lasting minutes to 
hours; players may 
synchronize joint 
play 
Role 
differentiation 
Referee determines 
and controls game 
world and enacts 
non-player 
characters, players 
enact player 
characters 
One or more 
referees determine 
and control game 
world; some players 
enact non-player 
characters guided by 
referees, players 
enact player 
characters 
Computer 
determines and 
controls game 
world, including 
non-player 
characters, player 
enacts player 
character(s) 
Computer 
determines and 
controls game 
world, including 
non-player 
characters, players 
enact player 
characters, some 
players may 
determine parts of 
the game world 
through pre-scripted 
rules and tools 
Ethos 
Participants 
collaborate towards 
a shared autotelic 
experience 
Participants 
collaborate towards 
a shared autotelic 
experience 
Individual aims for 
an autotelic 
experience 
Individuals aim for 
autotelic experience, 
in collaboration with 
others or at their 
cost (grief play) 
Characters         
Player-
Character 
Relation 
Players create, 
enact, and govern 
the actions of 
individual characters  
Players create and 
enact individual 
characters 
The player creates 
and governs the 
actions of one or 
more characters  
Players create, 
enact, and govern 
the actions of 
individual characters 
Game world         
Constitution 
Joint talk, often 
supported by props 
like character sheets, 
rule books, or maps 
fixating rule-
relevant facts  
Real physical 
locations and props 
and participants 
embodying 
characters, with 
varying degrees of 
identity or similarity 
with the represented 
entities 
A computational 
model generating 
audiovisual 
representations on 
WKHSOD\HU¶V
interface that ground 
WKHSOD\HU¶V
imagination, 
updating model and 
representation in 
response to player 
input  
A computational 
model generating 
audiovisual 
representations on 
WKHSOD\HUV¶ORFDO
interfaces that 
ground their 
imagination, 
updating model and 
representation in 
response to player 
input  
Theme 
Usually genre 
fiction: fantasy, 
science fiction, 
horror, etc. or a 
genre mix 
The same The same The same 
Rules         
Possible 
actions 
Attempted character 
actions are limited 
only by the 
imagination of 
controlling players 
Attempted character 
actions are limited 
by the imagination 
and/or bodily 
abilities of 
embodying players 
Attempted character 
actions are limited 
to options made 
available through 
the game interface  
Attempted character 
actions are limited 
to options made 
available through 
the game interface 
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 Action 
resolution 
Determined by 
agreement, usually 
involving a 
quantitative-
probabilistic rule 
system 
Determined by a 
mixture of 
agreement, bodily 
abilities, and rules 
that are sometimes 
quantitative-
probabilistic 
Determined by a 
quantitative-
probabilistic rule 
system, in real-time 
play involving the 
SOD\HU¶VUHIOH[HV and 
hand-eye 
coordination 
Determined by a 
quantitative-
probabilistic rule 
system, in real-time 
play involving the 
SOD\HU¶VUHIOH[HVDQG
hand-eye 
coordination 
Combat Extensive rules for 
combat  
Extensive rules for 
combat in some 
games 
Extensive rules for 
combat  
Extensive rules for 
combat  
Progression 
PCs improve over 
time via systems for 
progression 
In some games, PCs 
improve over time 
via systems for 
progression 
PCs improve over 
time via systems for 
progression 
PCs improve over 
time via systems for 
progression 
Closure 
points 
Play is open-ended, 
though participants 
usually aim for 
satisfying closures 
per session 
Play is usually one 
self-contained 
session, though 
some connect 
multiple sessions 
Play is open-ended, 
though players 
usually aim for 
satisfying closures 
per session 
Play is open-ended, 
though players 
usually aim for 
satisfying closures 
per session 
Pre-scripting 
Events arise from 
SOD\HUV¶LQ-game 
goals and/or a 
planned plot through 
the design of the 
game world and 
referee steering 
The same, plus in-
game goals of NPCs 
partially steered by 
referee 
Events are guided 
along pre-planned 
plots through the 
extensive scripting 
of the game world, 
with various degrees 
of freedom for 
SOD\HUV¶JRDOV 
Event sequences can 
emerge from 
playHUV¶LQ-game 
goals; the game 
world usually entails 
multiple pre-scripted 
plots with clear end 
points players can 
choose to engage in 
Table 1: Common characteristics across RPG forms 
 
Common forms RIWKHSKHQRPHQDFDOOHG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´LQFOXGHWDEOHWRSUROH-playing games, live-
action role play, computer role-playing games, and multiplayer online role-playing games. Forms differ in the 
structure of the play situation; the constitution and governance of the fictional world; and the form and 
importance of rules.  
Styles of role-playing games usually differ in their creative agenda (Edwards 2004) ± what kind of experience 
they pursue. A commonly distinguished dimension is rules- and combat-heavy styles emphasizing game-
W\SLFDOH[SHULHQFHVRIJRDODFKLHYHPHQWDQGSURJUHVVYHUVXV³IUHHIRUP´VW\OHVlight on rules and combat, 
emphasizing theater-like experiences of immersion in and creative expression through role enactment. We 
find this in the TRPG vHUQDFXODU³UROO-play versus role-SOD\´³ERIIHU´YHUVXV³IUHHIRUP´ larps, MUD versus 
MUSH, or UHJXODUYHUVXV³UROH-SOD\LQWHQVLYH´MORPGs. 
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Again, this is an etic description of features prototypically occurring across the phenomena people across 
FRPPXQLWLHVFDOO³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ rather than natural kinds. We assume they partially overlap with 
SHRSOH¶VHPLFFRQFHSWLRQVas prototypical features, the more of them are perceived in a given phenomenon, 
the more likely people will view it as a µtypical¶ RPG. The less of them are observed in a given phenomenon, 
WKHPRUHOLNHO\SHRSOHZLOOYLHZLWDVµDW\SLFDO¶µERUGHUOLQH¶µZHLUG¶WRWKHSRLQWZKHUHWKHSKHQRPHQRQLV
not perceived to be an RPG at all. 
The commonalities we find across forms are not accidental: they stem from a historical ancestry rooted in 
early tabletop RPGs, specifically D&D. Both early larps and CRPGs were intentional attempts by individuals 
socialized in TRPGs to emulate the TRPG experience in a new socio-technical context and overcome some of 
its limitations: lacking full-body immersion in character, dependency on other players, or tedious rule 
bookkeeping. MORPGs in turn where inspired by a desire to add multiplayer play to early text-based 
adventure games (e.g. Zork) and borrowed many of the game elements of D&D (Mortensen 2014) as well as 
to have a social D&D-like experience on a computer. 
The diversity of forms results from the idiosyncratic evolution of those socio-material assemblages, including 
their designer and player communities. Each initial form afforded and constrained role-play in different ways 
but each assemblage evolved over time as designer and player communities explored possible uses and 
changes. This cycle of innovation and contestation breeding new conventions (leading to further innovation 
and contestation) led to a wide range of local and historical variety. Japanese TRPGs for instance historically 
followed Japanese CRPGs which were modeled on imported RIµ:HVWHUQ¶&53*V± this partially explains 
ZK\WKH\KDYHWDNHQVXFKDGLIIHUHQWIRUPFRPSDUHGWRµ:HVWHUQ¶53*V 
Another cause of diversity: TRPGs and larps are particularly less pre-scripted and mass-homogenized than 
their CRPG and MORPG brethren. Videogame hardware and software are mass-produced and mass-
distributed across the globe, creating relatively homogenous material conditions for play. This contrasts with 
TRPGs and larps that have arguably seen only one major brand of global homogenizing scale: Dungeons & 
Dragons. The material objects of TRPGs and larps ± rulebooks, dice, paper sheets, props ± likewise do not 
prescript specific usages. Even when rulebooks and scenarios include detailed instructions, they have to be 
interpreted, and agreed upon by the local player group. This underdetermination is arguably one reason why 
  
39 
TRPG rulebooks often include explanatory ³:KDWDUHRPGs"´sections and scripts of sample gameplay: to 
demonstrate the practice of playing TRPGs. It also afforded the emergence of very different local larp and 
TRPG cultures and traditions, and even of very different TRPG playing styles within one local culture or even 
player group.  
 
Summary 
0DQ\GHILQLWLRQVRI³UROH-SOD\´DQG³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´KDYHEHHQVXJJHVWHGEXWWKHUHLVQREURDG
consensus. People disagree because they often have an unclear idea what kind of phenomena they are talking 
about, and therefore, what kind of definition is appropriate. Existing definitions often assume games and with 
them, RPGs to be a natural kind with some unchanging essence. However, sLQFH³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´LVD
social category created by humans, it has no unchanging, context-independent essence. Hence, if we ask for a 
GHILQLWLRQRI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´ZHFDQRQO\UHIHUWReither how particular groups at particular points in 
time empirically use the word and organize actions and the material world around it, or how we as a scientific 
observer choose to use the word to foreground and understand a particular perspective: viewing RPGs as a 
performance, or as a virtual economy, etc.  
RPGs can be historically traced to a shared historical ancestor: the tabletop RPG Dungeons & Dragons. From 
there, RPGs and their communities evolved increasingly idiosyncratic forms and styles, afforded by their 
material underdetermination. Commonly recognized forms are tabletop role-playing games, live-action role-
playing games, computer role-playing games, and multiplayer online role-playing games. Common styles ± 
ideas of what experience one hopes to achieve through play ± are achieving goals and making progress 
according to rules, acting out and immersing oneself in a role, creating an interesting story, or simulating a 
world.  
(YHU\ORFDOFRPPXQLW\IRUPRUVW\OHFDSWXUHVRQO\DVXEVHWRIDOOWKHSKHQRPHQDSHRSOHFDOO³UROH-playing 
JDPHV´DQGFDUULHVZLWKLWVRPHLPSOLFLWRUH[SOLFLWQRUPDWLYHLGHDVDERXWZKDWPDNHVDQ53*µJRRG¶Thus, 
people often GLVDJUHHRQWKHGHILQLWLRQRI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´EHFDXVHthey are usually only familiar with 
and/or aesthetically prefer a subset of RPG forms, styles, and communities: ³WKLVLVQRWDUROH-SOD\LQJJDPH´
often meDQV³WKLVLVQRWVRPHWKLQJ,DPIDPLOLDUZLWKcalling and/or like in RPGs´ 
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Still, across forms and styles of RPGs, some characteristics commonly reoccur: they are play activities and 
objects revolving around the rule-structured creation and enactment of characters in a fictional world. Players 
create, enact, and govern the actions of characters, defining and pursuing their own goals, with great choice in 
what actions they can attempt. The game world, including characters not governed by individual players, 
usually follows some fantastic genre fiction theme and there are often rules for character progression and 
combat resolution.  
Forms diverge in the structure of the play situation; the constitution and governance of the fictional world; and 
the form and importance of rules. Play situations range from a single player and computer to small face-to-
face groups to large co-located or online mediated populations that organize into smaller groups. The fictional 
world may be constituted through joint talk and inscriptions; physical locales, props, and player bodies; or 
computer models and user interfaces. It can be governed by one or more human referees or a computer. Rules 
may be extensive or minimal, resolving the outcome of actions by player negotiation, a model and testing of 
probabilities, physical abilities of players, or combinations of all three. 
Given the social constitution of role-playing games and the diversity of their forms and styles, we argue that it 
is pointless to capture an µHVVHQWLDOQDWXUH¶in a definition. Instead, as the following chapter begin to do, it is 
more fruitful to empirically describe this diversity, and analyze it through a multitude of explicit disciplinary 
perspectives: not asking what something RPGs are, but what we can learn when we view them as a particular 
something. 
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content/uploads/2009/01/hitchens_drachen_the_many_faces_of_rpgs.pdf.  
Margolis, E., & Laurence, S. (2014). Concepts. In (N. Zalta, Ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
Retrieved from http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/concepts/ 
  
41 
Montola, M. (2012). On the Edge of the Magic Circle: Understanding Role-Playing and Pervasive Games. 
University of Tampere. 
 
Acknowledgments 
This work was partly conducted in the Digital Creativity Labs (digitalcreativity.ac.uk), jointly funded by 
EPSRC/AHRC/InnovateUK under grant no EP/M023265/1. 
 
References 
Agamben, G. 2009. What Is an Apparatus? And Other Essays. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
Appelcline, Shannon. 2014a. 'HVLJQHUV	'UDJRQV7KH¶V. Silver Spring, MD: Evil Hat Productions. 
²²². 2014b. 'HVLJQHUV	'UDJRQV7KH¶V. Silver Spring, MD: Evil Hat Productions. 
$XWRPDWHG6LPXODWLRQV³,V,W'XQJHRQVDQG'UDJRQVRU'UDJRQVDQG'XQJHRQV"´Kilobaud 
Microcomputing. 
Bartle, Richard. 2003. Designing Virtual Worlds. 1st edition. New Riders Games. 
²²²³)URP08'VWR00253*V7KH+LVWRU\RI9LUWXDO:RUOGV´,QInternational Handbook of 
Internet Research, edited by Jeremy Hunsinger, Lisbeth Klastrup, and Matthew Allen. Springer. 
Barton, Matt. 2008. Dungeons and Desktops. Wellesley, Mass: A K Peters. 
%DWHPDQ&KULV³,PSOLFLW*DPH$HVWKHWLFV´Games and Culture 10 (4): 389±411. 
doi:10.1177/1555412014560607. 
Baumann, P. 2002. Erkenntnistheorie. Stuttgart, Weimar: J. B. Metzler. 
Berättelsefrämjandet 2013. Monitor Celestra.  
Bethesda. 1994-present. The Elder Scrolls [videogame series]. 
%LUG$DQG(7RELQ³1DWXUDO.LQGV´,QThe Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by N. 
Zalta. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/natural-kinds. 
Blodgett, Bridget 0³$QGWKH5LQJOHDGHUV:HUH%DQQHG$Q([DPLQDWLRQRI3URWHVWLQ9LUWXDO
:RUOGV´,QProceedings of the Fourth International Conference on Communities and Technologies, 135±44. 
ACM. 
  
42 
Bowker, G. C., and S. L. Star. 2000. Sorting Things Out: Classification and Its Consequences. Cambridge 
MA: MIT Press. 
Breitenstein Todd, and Kerry Breitenstein. 2002. When Darkness Comes.  Twilight Creations.  
Catalyst Game Labs. 2011 Cosmic Patrol. Catalyst Game Labs. 
CCP. 2003. EVE Online. CCP Games. 
Charlton, Coleman S. 1984. Middle-Earth Role Playing. Charlottesville, VA: Iron Crown Enterprises. 
&KHVV6KLUD³$XJPHQWHG5HJLRQDOLVP,QJUHVVDV*HRPHGLDWHG*DPLQJ1DUUDWLYH´Information, 
Communication & Society 17 (9): 1105±17. 
Crawford, Chris. 1984. The Art of Computer Game Design. Berkeley: Osborne/McGraw-Hill. 
Daglow, Don. 1975. Dungeon (PDP-10). 
Deterding, Sebastian. 2016³The Pyrrhic Victory of Game Studies: Assessing the Past, Present, and Future of 
Interdisciplinary Game Research´Games and Culture, online first. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1555412016665067 
Dibbell, Julian. 2006. Play Money. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
'RUPDQV-³2QWKH5ROHRIWKH'LH$%ULHI/XGRORJLF6WXG\RI3HQ-and-Paper Roleplaying Games 
DQG7KHLU5XOHV´Game Studies 6 (1). http://gamestudies.org/0601/articles/dormans. 
'UDFKHQ$QGHUVDQG-RQDV+HLGH6PLWK³3OD\HU7DON- The Functions of Communication in 
Multiplayer Role-3OD\LQJ*DPHV´ACM Computers in Entertainment 6 (4). 
Dunnigan, James F. 1992. The Complete Wargames Handbook Revised Edition. New York: William Morrow 
and Company. 
Edwards, R. (2004). The Provisional Glossary. Retrieved March 30, 2013, from http://indie-
rpgs.com/_articles/glossary.html 
 eGenesis. 2003. A Tale in the Desert. eGenesis. 
Fannon, Sean Patrick. 1999. 7KH)DQWDV\5ROHSOD\LQJ*DPHU¶V%LEOH. 2nd ed. Obsidian Studios. 
Fine, Gary Alan. 1983. Shared Fantasy: Role Playing Games as Social Worlds. Chicago, IL: University Of 
Chicago Press. 
  
43 
)UHHPDQ-RKQ³&KDUDFWHU9DULDWLRQLQ5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPHV´Byte Magazine. 
https://archive.org/stream/byte-magazine-1980-12/1980_12_BYTE_05-12_Adventure#page/n187/mode/2up. 
*XSWD$³'HILQLWLRQV´,QThe Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by N. Zalta. 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/definitions/. 
Gygax, Gary. 1979. Dungeon Masters Guide. Lake Geneva:WI: TSR Games. 
Gygax, Gary, and Dave Arneson. 1974a. Dungeons & Dragons. Lake Geneva:WI: Tactical Studies Rules. 
²²². 1974b. Dungeons & Dragons Volume 1: Men & Magic. Vol. 1. Lake Geneva:WI: Tactical Studies 
Rules. 
+DDFN6³3UDJPDWLVP2OGDQG1HZ´Contemporary Pragmatism 1 (1): 3±41. 
Hacking, I. 1999. The Social Construction of What? Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Headland, T. N., K. L. Pike, and M. Harris, eds. 1990. Emic and Etics: The Insider/Outsider Debate. London, 
England: Sage. 
+LWFKHQV0LFKDHODQG$QGHUV'UDFKHQ³7KH0DQ\)DFHVRI5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPHV´International 
Journal of Role-Playing, no. 1: 3±21. http://www.ijrp.subcultures.nl/wp-
content/uploads/2009/01/hitchens_drachen_the_many_faces_of_rpgs.pdf. 
Jackson, Steve, and Ian Livingstone. 1982. The Warlock of Firetop Mountain. UK: Puffin Books. 
-XXO-HVSHU³7KH*DPHWKH3OD\HUWKH:RUOG/RRNLQJIRUD+HDUWRI*DPHQHVV´,QLevel Up: 
Digital Games Research Conference Proceedings, edited by Marinka Copier and Joost Raessens, 30±45. 
Utrecht: Utrecht University. 
.DW]$UQLH³6OD\LQJ'UDJRQV´Electronic Games. 
Klug, Christopher. 1983. James %RQG5ROH3OD\LQJLQ+HU0DMHVW\¶V6HFUHW6HUYLFH1HZ<RUN1<
Victory Games. 
Lane, Joyce. 1982. Temple of Apshai (manual). Sunnyvale, CA: Epyx. 
Latour, Bruno. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press. 
/DXUHQFH6DQG(0DUJROLV³&RQFHSWVDQG&RQFHSWXDO$QDO\VLV´Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research LXVII (2): 253±82. 
  
44 
Lawrence, Daniel. 1977. DND (PDP-10). 
²²². 1982. Telengard Rules Manual. Microcomputer Games (Avalon Hill Game). 
Laws, Robin. 2013 Hillfolk, London: Pelgrane Press.  
Laycock, Joseph P. 2015. Dangerous Games: What the Moral Panic over Role-Playing Games Says about 
Play,. Religion, and Imagined Worlds. University of California Press. 
/LQGVD\/HQ³.3URJUDPV$UULYH)DQWDV\5ROH3OD\LQJ*DPHIRUWKH3(7´Compute Magazine. 
https://archive.org/stream/1979-Fall-compute-magazine/Compute_Issue_001_1979_Fall#page/n87/mode/2up. 
Livingstone, Ian. 1982. Dicing with Dragons: An Introduction to Role-Playing Games. New York, NY: 
Plume. 
Mackay, Daniel. 2001. The Fantasy Role-Playing Game: A New Performance Art. Jefferson NC: McFarland 
& Company. 
0DODE\0DUNDQG%HQVRQ*UHHQ³3OD\LQJLQWKH)LHOGVRI'HVLUH+HJHPRQLF0DVFXOLQLW\LQ/LYH
&RPEDW/$536´Loading... 3 (4). http://journals.sfu.ca/loading/index.php/loading/article/view/55/53. 
0DODE\7KRPDV³%H\RQG3OD\$1HZ$SSURDFKWR*DPHV´Games and Culture 2 (2): 95±113. 
doi:10.1177/1555412007299434. 
Margolis, E., and S. Laurence. 1999 Concepts: Core Readings. Boston, MA: MIT Press 
0DUJROLV(DQG6/DXUHQFH³&RQFHSWV´,QThe Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by N. 
Zalta. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/concepts/. 
McGath, Gary. 1984. &RPSXWH¶V*XLGHWR$GYHQture Games. Greensboro, NC: COMPUTE! Publications. 
MicroIllusions. 1987 The Faery Tale Adventure. Granada Hills, CA: MicroIllusions. 
MindArk. 2003. Entropia Universe. MindArk. 
Montola, Markus. 2012. On the Edge of the Magic Circle: Understanding Role-Playing and Pervasive 
Games. Tampere University Press. http://tampub.uta.fi/handle/10024/66937. 
Moore, Christian Scott, and Owen M. Seyler. 1994. Aria: Canticle of the Monomyth. New Cumberland, PA: 
Last Unicorn Games. 
Morningstar, Chip, and Randy FarmHU³7KH/HVVRQVRI/XFDVILOP¶V+DELWDW´,QCyberspace: First 
Steps, edited by Michael Benedikt. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 
  
45 
Morningstar, Jason. 2009. Fiasco. Chapel Hill, NC: Bully Pulpit Games. 
Morningstar, Jason. 2007. Grey Ranks. Chapel Hill, NC: Bully Pulpit Games. 
0RUWHQVHQ7RULOO³08'VDQG022V´,QThe Johns Hopkins Guide to Digital Media, edited by 
Marie-Laure Ryan, Lori Emerson, and Benjamin J. Robertson, 341±44. John Hopkins University Press. 
Murray, Janet H. 1997. Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. New York: The Free 
Press. 
Nakamura, Koichi. 1990. Dragon Quest IV. Chunsoft. 
Niantic Labs. 2012. Ingress. Google. 
Nihilistic Software. 2000. Vampire: The Masquerade - Redemption. Activision. 
Ohlen, James, and Ray Muzyka. 1998. %DOGXU¶V*DWH. BioWare. 
Parlett, David. 1999. The Oxford History of Board Games. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 
Peterson, Jon. 2012. Playing at the World. San Diego, CA: Unreason Press. 
Plamondon, Robert. 1982. Through DungHRQV'HHS$)DQWDV\*DPHU¶V+DQGERRN. Reston, VA: Reston 
Publishing. 
Rein-Hagen, Mark, Ian Lemke, and Mike Tinney. 1993. 0LQG¶V(\H7KHDWUH7KH0DVTXHUDGH. Stone 
Mountain, GA: White Wolf. 
Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman. 2004. Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
Saltzman, Marc. 1999. Game Design: Secrets of the Sages. Indianapolis, IN: Brady. 
Schick, Lawrence. 1991. Heroic Worlds: A History and Guide to Role-Playing Games. Buffalo, NY: 
Prometheus Books. 
Searle, J. 1995. The Construction of Social Reality. New York: Free Press. 
Shah, Rawn, and James Romine. 1995. Playing MUDs on the Internet. John Wiley & Sons. 
Simkins, David. 2015. The Arts of LARP: Design, Literacy, Learning and Community in Live-Action Role 
Play. Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Company. 
Singleton, Mike. 1984 The Lords of Midnight. United Kingdom:Beyond Software 
  
46 
6RQHV%HQMDPLQ³9DPSLUH7KH0DVTXHUDGH5HYLHZ´Computer Games. 
http://web.archive.org/web/20040616022935/http://www.cgonline.com/reviews/vampire-01-r1-pg3.html. 
6WHQURV-DDNNR³,Q'HIHQFHRID0DJLF&LUFOH7KH6RFLDO0HQWDODQG&XOWXUDO%RXQGDULHVRI3OD\´
Transactions of the Digital Games Research Association (ToDiGRA) 1 (2). 
http://todigra.org/index.php/todigra/article/view/10/26. 
²²². 2015. Playfulness, Play, and Games: A Constructionist Ludology Approach. Tampere, Finland: 
Tampere University Press. http://tampub.uta.fi/handle/10024/96986. 
Stenros, Jaakko, and Markus Montola. 2010. Nordic Larp. Stockholm: Fëa Livia. 
6WHQURV-DDNNR0DUNXV0RQWROD$QQLND:DHUQDQG6WDIIDQ-RQVVRQ³3OD\,WIRU5HDO6XVWDLQHG
6HDPOHVV/LIH*DPH0HUJHULQ0RPHQWXP´,QProceedings of the 2007 DiGRA Conference: Situated Play. 
http://www.digra.org/digital-library/publications/play-it-for-real-sustained-seamless-lifegame-merger-in-
momentum/. 
Swan, Rick. 1990. The Complete Guide to Role-Playing Games1HZ<RUN6W0DUWLQ¶V3UHVV 
7RUQHU(YDQ³53*7KHRU\DQG*DPH7H[W'HILQLWLRQVRIµ:KDW,VD5ROH-3OD\LQJ*DPH¶´,Q
Proceedings of the 2015 RPG Summit at DiGRA 2015. Leuphana, Germany: DiGRA. 
7XUNOH6KHUU\/LIHRQWKH6FUHHQ(?,GHQWLW\LQWKH$JHRIWKH,QWHUQHW1HZ<RUN6LPRQ	6FKXVWHU 
Tweet, Jonathan, and Mark Rein-Hagen. 2004. Ars Magica 5th Edition. Atlas Games. 
7\FKVHQ$QGHUV³5ROH3OD\LQJ*DPHV&RPSDUDWLYH$QDO\VLV$FURVV7ZR0HGLD3ODWIRUPV´,Q
Proceedings of the 3rd Australasian Conference on Interactive Entertainment, 75±82. Murdoch University, 
Australia: Murdoch University. http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=1231906. 
Whisenhunt, Gary, and Ray Wood. 1975. Dnd (PLATO System). 
Wallis, James. 1998 The Extraordinary Adventures of Baron Munchausen. London:Hogshead Publishing. 
Wittgenstein, L. 1963. Philosophical Investigations. New York: The Macmillan Company. 
Wujcik, Erick. 1991. Amber Diceless Role-Playing. Detroit, MI: Phage Press. 
=DJDO-RVp3DQG5RJHU$OWL]HU³([DPLQLQJµ53*(OHPHQWV¶6\VWHPVRI&KDUDFWHU3URJUHVVLRQ´,Q
Proceedings of the 9th International Conference on the Foundations of Digital Games. Society for the 
Advancement of the Science of Digital Games. http://www.fdg2014.org/papers/fdg2014_paper_38.pdf. 
  
47 
 
                                                 
1
 This means that it will differ across groups, change over time, and that there will be disagreement 
ZLWKLQDQGEHWZHHQJURXSVDERXW³ZKDWµUROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV¶DUH´$OVRDQ\DFFRXQWRI³UROH-
SOD\LQJJDPHV´SDUWLFLSDWHVLQWKLVFLUFXODWLRQRIDFWLRQVQRUms, understandings, and artifacts that 
constitutes them, and thus changes the object observed (Hacking 1999). In the simplest case, people 
UHDGLQJWKLVERRNPD\KDYHDFKDQJHGLGHDRI³UROH-SOD\LQJJDPHV´DQGSOD\PDNHRUWDONDERXW
RPGs differently as a result. 
2
 This is why tabletop RPGs are also commonly called pen-and-paper RPGs. Other common names 
include role-playing games, fantasy adventure games, and fantasy role-playing games. 
